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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines how the core messages of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere 
(MAB) programme and their transmission and interpretation among the programme’s 
different participants and stakeholders have evolved from the programme’s inception in 
the late 1960s to the present day, and provides recommendations on how to strengthen 
MAB’s current communication practices.  Initially established as an interdisciplinary 
programme comprising 14 distinct research projects investigating the relationship 
between humankind and the biosphere with the objective of generating the knowledge 
and wisdom to improve it, the approaches and methodologies advocated by MAB have 
changed considerably over the past decades.  MAB is today best known for its global 
network of 669 biosphere reserves at which the methodologies and concepts advocated 
by the programme are trialed in practice. Through a historical analysis and three case 
studies examining the implementation of the MAB programme in Vietnam, Palau and 
Australia, respectively, the trajectory of MAB’s messages and their interpretation are 
examined in detail. The research undertaken traces a number of significant shifts in the 
way new knowledge and practice is generated within MAB, from its origin as a research 
agenda produced by a gathering of elite scientists to a decentralized network of 
experimental sites at which new approaches towards sustainable development are put 
into practice in accordance with local priorities. The three case studies demonstrate 
how MAB’s basic concepts and ideas are increasingly interpreted based on local 
conditions and priorities, sometimes approaching self-organization occurring in relative 
isolation from either the national or global levels of the programme. The research also 
shows that MAB’s wide-reaching research-derived objectives have made the articulation 
of a clear and coherent definition of the programme’s core purpose difficult, posing a 
challenge to the programme’s national coordinators and biosphere reserve managers 
charged with the responsibility of implementing MAB in-situ.  In conclusion, a series of 
recommendations addressed to MAB’s governing bodies are made on the basis of the 
analysis performed, advocating the establishment of a global frame of reference within 
which to communicate MAB’s original open-ended and inquiry-based objectives, 
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thereby allowing biosphere reserves to develop locally appropriate and specific 
interpretations of the programme’s objectives; the articulation of a more precise 
definition of the biosphere reserve’s purpose; the elaboration of more targeted 
communications with the individual biosphere reserves; and the development of 
accessible guidance on the implementation of the programme in practice.  
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1. Introduction 
 
For more than 40 years, UNESCO has - through international conventions as well as 
intergovernmental cooperative programmes and other instruments - advocated a set of 
specific science-based approaches to the management of natural resources, the 
conservation of biodiversity, the promotion of international cooperation in the 
ecological sciences, and the identification of sustainable models for the coexistence of 
human development and environmental protection. 
 
A principal vehicle for these approaches and their communication to the scientific 
community and the wider public has been the Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme, 
formally agreed upon in 1970 and launched in 1971 as an international ecological 
research programme (UNESCO (1971), pp. 35-38). At the core of MAB today is the 
World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) - a global network of sites that are 
recognized for their particular or outstanding natural properties, as well as for their 
adherence - in terms of research, management and spatial organization - to a set of 
principles advocated by UNESCO and contained in a series of strategies and action 
plans approved by MAB’s governing bodies. 
 
During the first years of the MAB programme in the early 1970s, the development of a 
network of field observation and research sites known as biosphere reserves was 
conceptualized as one international cooperative research project among many 
(UNESCO (1971), pp.13-25, Ishwaran, N., Persic, A., Tri, N.H. (2008), p. 212). 
However, as the MAB programme has matured and developed over years, the work of 
the MAB Secretariat and the activities of the MAB programme in general have grown 
inextricably linked to the WNBR to a point where the two often appear synonymous to 
outside observers. Today, it would be difficult to imagine MAB without the WNBR, 
which has become the physical manifestation of MAB and without question its most 
recognizable and tangible attribute. While this thesis does distinguish between MAB 
and WNBR where required, as a general position the two will be considered as 
integrated and inseparable. 
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MAB and WNBR have since their establishment taken their place among a handful of 
globally recognized standard-setting instruments in the field of international 
conservation and natural resource management, all conceived and launched during the 
early 1970s. Other such instruments include the Convention Concerning the Protection of the 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage of 1972 (also known as the World Heritage 
Convention) and the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance of 1971 (also known 
as the Ramsar Convention).  
 
While there is no doubt that these programmes in general – and Man and the Biosphere 
in particular -  were visionary, innovative and in many ways ahead of their time when 
they were established, numerous new initiatives and programmes have in the years since 
then taken on more active and visible roles in the global conservation movement 
(Bridgewater (2016), pp.3-5). At the same time, the focus and the key messages 
communicated by the MAB programme have undergone several major shifts since its 
establishment. While MAB was at its establishment firmly anchored in the ecological 
research community, it has gradually become more interdisciplinary in terms of its 
research advocacy. In parallel, it has increasingly engaged itself beyond the realm of 
academic research by focusing on issues such as site management, education, 
stimulation of local sustainable economies, and more (Reed, M. (2016), pp. 450-451, 
Coetzer, K., Witkowski, E. and Erasmus, B. (2014), p. 84). 
 
Gradually increasing in size and geographical scope over the past 40 years, the WNBR 
today comprises 669 biosphere reserves distributed across the globe in 120 countries - 
including 15 sites spanning international borders1. The phenomenal growth of the 
network has over the years placed considerable and continuously increasing demands 
on UNESCO, which hosts the MAB Secretariat – a small group of science 
professionals based at the Organization’s headquarters in Paris and distributed 
somewhat unevenly across its network of about 50 field offices. The Secretariat is 
tasked with providing technical support to the WNBR, to monitor the health of the 
network, to conduct reviews and analyses, and to service MAB’s governing bodies - the 
                                                 
1 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-
reserves/world-network-wnbr/. Accessed 25 December 2016. 
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MAB International Coordinating Council (ICC) and the MAB Bureau. However, the 
network’s growth has not been matched by a corresponding growth in the size of the 
Secretariat – on the contrary, the human resources available to the Secretariat have been 
steadily declining for decades (Bridgewater (2016, p.3).  
 
The impacts resulting from these diverging trends are among the most serious 
challenges facing the MAB programme today. Given MAB’s 40-year history, the shifts 
in focus and direction that have taken place over the years, and the challenges posed by 
the network’s growth and the human resource constraints of the Secretariat, one might 
reasonably ask whether the national counterpart bodies and individual biosphere 
reserves that make up the WBRN still function according to the principles set out by 
UNESCO – whether they receive, act upon, analyze and put into practice the key 
messages communicated by MAB, and whether they continue to consider these 
messages and the principles that underpin them to be of relevance to them.   
 
While some scholarly attention has over the years been devoted to the relative success 
and failure of individual biosphere reserves and the national counterpart bodies 
participating in the MAB programme (MAB National Committees), comparatively little 
consideration has been given to how the programme’s core messages are 
communicated by the MAB Secretariat and how these are received and interpreted at 
the national and site level, as well as to the flow of information between WBRN’s 
rapidly growing member community.  
 
As MAB and the WNBR provide little or no financial support to its member countries 
and sites, it can be argued that the degree to which a given country or individual 
biosphere reserve’s participates in the programme – and the benefits derived from this 
participation - is strongly influenced by the degree to which it actively receives 
information from the MAB community, acts upon this information, and returns 
information about its actions to the MAB community. Acting in conjunction with these 
flows of information as a significant factor in determining the receipt of benefits is the 
ability of participating countries and biosphere reserve to leverage financial and 
institutional support from sources other than UNESCO, whether at local, national or 
international level. However, the degree to which such benefits can be considered to 
derive from a given country’s or site’s membership of MAB and the WNBR is in turn 
14 
 
closely related to the degree to which they identify as member entities of MAB or 
biosphere reserves. In this sense, access to funds and other support from sources than 
UNESCO specifically for MAB-related engagement is also closely related to the flow of 
MAB-related communication to and from members of the programme and network. 
 
If this argument is accepted, it follows that the advantages of belonging to MAB and 
the WNBR – both at the national and site level – relate quite directly to the volume and 
nature of the flow of information between the participating actors. In this sense, the 
communication dynamics of MAB and WNBR are of urgent and essential interest in 
any examination of the validity, relevance and effectiveness of the programme and its 
global network. 
 
Understanding the benefits of adherence to MAB requires an in-depth understanding – 
in theory and practice – of the core functions of MAB and WNBR. This in turn 
requires an examination of MAB and WBRN’s objectives and key messages, which will 
be attained through an examination of the past and present formally defined objectives 
of MAB and WBRN, as well as the manner in which biosphere reserves and MAB 
National Committees in practice fulfill their obligations and take part in MAB and the 
WNBR. 
 
This thesis comprises such an examination in the form of a thorough analysis of the 
information flows between the MAB Secretariat and the participating regional, national 
and local counterpart bodies and biosphere reserves in the Asia-Pacific region.  
 
Presupposing that an understanding of MAB and WBRN’s communication dynamics is 
essential to an analysis of their utility, this thesis will determine the benefits of 
adherence to the programmes, and detail how these benefits are delivered to its 
constituencies at the site, national and global levels. In extension hereof, a series of 
recommendations will be made for actions that can be taken in order to improve the 
performance of MAB and the WNBR. This will – in turn – require an understanding of 
the core messages issued by MAB to its participating national counterpart bodies and 
sites through its 40-year history; how these messages have been received by authorities 
and communities at the participating biosphere reserves); and the impact of this 
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advocacy in terms of the management, organization, and functioning of the biosphere 
reserves.  
 
Through a thorough historical analysis and three country case studies, this thesis will 
examine these questions and reflect on how developments in global conservation 
science and approaches to natural resource management influenced UNESCO’s 
approach, and vice versa. The case studies have been selected to provide 
complementary insight into MAB and WNBR communication flows in three distinct 
national settings: a large, developed country engaging with the MAB programme since 
its inception (Australia); a developing country engaging actively with the programme in 
the post-Seville period (Vietnam); and a small island developing state having recently 
completed its first biosphere reserve nomination (Palau)2.  
 
Through these three in-depth case studies, this thesis will test the hypothesis that it is 
the degree to which the programme’s national counterpart bodies, individual biosphere 
reserve and supporting organizations actively receive information from the MAB 
community, acts upon this information, and returns information on its actions to the 
MAB community that determines the extent to which the participating sites are able to 
benefit from their association with the programmes. Emphasis is placed on the 
interface between MAB as defined in its core documents, the MAB Secretariat whose 
duty it is to interpret and communicate these, and the national and local institutions and 
groupings the sites that make up the programme’s global network. 
 
Focus will be placed on major shifts in the MAB and WNBR’s core messages that have 
occurred over time. These shifts have primarily been associated with the MAB 
Congresses, which have taken place roughly every ten years and have been 
accompanied by the issuing of new directions for the programme, typically through the 
publication of guiding documents, as in the case of the 1995 Seville Conference, which 
resulted in the publication of both a comprehensive strategic document and a 
                                                 
2 During the preparation of this thesis, an additional case study (Thailand) was considered. However, in 
order to ensure the best possible balance and complementarity between the cases included in the final 
thesis, it was decided to limit the cases to three – each representing a distinct set of engagement 
modalities.    
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“Statutory Framework”, the closest MAB has come to the publication of a text 
comparable to that of an international convention. 
 
While MAB and WNBR are global programmes, this thesis will – in order to retain a 
practically achievable scope - concern itself only with the Asia-Pacific region. The 
author has an in-depth understanding of MAB in this region, having been responsible 
for the delivery of MAB programmes in four duty stations in the region; Jakarta (1996-
1998), Bangkok (1998-1999), Apia (1999-2008) and Beijing (2013-present). This first-
hand knowledge of the delivery of the MAB programme over a 20-year period provided 
the knowledge base upon which this thesis is built.  
 
Furthermore, it is generally recognized that Asia-Pacific is a region in which the impact 
of MAB has been relatively modest. MAB has a relatively higher profile in Central and 
South America, for example, where some countries have applied and integrated the 
biosphere reserve concept more comprehensively at the national level, for example 
through the establishment of a legal category of protected area operating in conformity 
with MAB principles. It is hoped that by focusing on a region in which the 
implementation of MAB and the WBRN has been less comprehensive, the analysis will 
demonstrate lessons of benefit to the future development of the programme at the 
global level. 
 
It is not the intention for this document to serve as an exhaustive account of the 
successes and failures of the programme it examines. Rather, its intention is to closely 
examine the nature and direction of the information flows between the different actors 
in the programme, including the communication of the programme’s principal tenets by 
UNESCO and its Secretariat – and, significantly, the interpretation of this information 
at the site and national level.  
 
The thesis concludes with a discussion containing a series of recommendations 
addressed to the MAB governing bodies, the UNESCO Secretariat and the wider MAB 
community proposing improvements to the communication with site-based authorities 
and communities with a view towards enhancing the future performance of MAB. 
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2. Method 
 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
This thesis discusses and analyzes the multiple communication flows that in 
combination are commonly perceived to be animating UNESCO’s Man and the 
Biosphere (MAB) programme3. In the following chapters, I will argue that rather than 
merely animate the network, these communication flows are essential for the existence 
of the MAB programme itself.  
The premise of this argument is that while the MAB programme is physically 
manifested in a number of ways – through its secretariat, its multiple national 
committees, its biosphere reserves and their management authorities, expert and 
governing bodies – these manifestations lose nearly all significance and meaning when 
communication between them is interrupted or ceases altogether. Conversely, however, 
communication about MAB does not require any of the programme’s formal structures 
in order to take place – such communication occurs through a wide variety of 
interactions taking place at multiple levels neither sanctioned nor framed by the MAB 
programme itself – through peer-reviewed publications, political debates, community 
meetings, educational activities and more.   
Together, these internal and external communication flows not only define the MAB 
programme as an international science-based collaborative undertaking, they also 
embody its reason for being: MAB was created in order to add value to research 
through collaboration and communication. 
In positing this argument – which places the existence of the MAB programme in a 
dependent relationship with the communication that takes place between the actors and 
components that it comprises rather than the other way around - communication becomes 
situated at the absolute heart of the resulting conceptualization of MAB. This, in turn, 
requires the establishment of a theoretical and methodological grounding within this 
                                                 
3 In the definition employed throughout this document, the term MAB programme is understood to be an 
international network of multiple actors and institutions operating at the local, national, regional and 
global level.   
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extremely broad field.  This chapter will briefly explain and justify the methodological 
choices made in the elaboration of this thesis. 
 
2.2 MAB as science communication 
 
Having accepted the centrality of communication in analyzing and understanding MAB, 
it becomes necessary to seek a more precise understanding of its nature within the field 
of science communication, which is itself an evolving discipline. 
Writing in 2010, Trench and Bucci noted that “Science communication is a recognised 
field of study in which there are people active who come from very many different 
backgrounds. It has its own formal qualifications, professional education and research 
networks. It is not (yet) established as an academic discipline but that could emerge as a 
discipline with strong interdisciplinary characteristics or as a sub-discipline in the still-
growing field of communication studies.” (Trench, B., & Bucchi, M. (2010), p. 4). They 
called for further research to better delineate and populate the field of science 
communication, in particular through the articulation of theories and models that 
address and provide a grounding for the key issues faced by science communication 
researchers. 
In the preparation of this thesis several such models were considered, however were 
found not to allow for sufficient complexity to provide a suitable theoretical grounding. 
Communication flows within a context as complex and multidirectional as MAB - a 
global multi-stakeholder cooperative framework spanning interactions among and 
between scientists, policymakers, protected area managers and local communities 
among many others. A useful outline of existing models is provided by Brossard and 
Lewenstein (2010), with a point of departure in the “Deficit model”, which is based on 
the assumption among the scientific community that members of the general public are 
unable to understand basic scientific concepts, and therefore require interventions that 
provide information to fill this knowledge gap. This understanding presupposes that 
filling the gap – or deficit – will lead to a general but imperfectly defined improvement 
(Brossard, D., & Lewenstein, D. (2010), p. 12-13). Noting that the Deficit model has 
been subject to increasing criticism in recent years, the authors outline three other 
19 
 
models that seek to understand science communication in a more nuanced and 
integrated manner, each with a particular focus and approach.  
The Contextual model takes into account the way in which information is received and 
processed grounded in cultural contexts and personal experiences.  The Lay Expertise 
model places focus on the “lives and histories of real communities”, arguing that 
scientists are frequently unrealistically certain about the validity of their knowledge and 
do not recognize the contributions from other knowledge systems and the necessity for 
including these as a basis for decision making. Finally, the Public Engagement model 
focuses on activities intended to enhance public participation in science policy 
(Brossard, D., & Lewenstein (2010), p. 16). Such activities can take a variety of forms, 
including “consensus conferences” – focused on the creation of spaces for dialogue 
and stressing the importance of seeking a measure of public engagement in science. 
Among these four models, the Public Engagement model comes perhaps closest to 
capturing the nature of the communication flows within MAB, even if it does not do so 
entirely to the desired extent. As opposed to the Deficit and Contextual models, the 
Public Engagement model seeks to actively engage non-scientists with science through 
the creation of a framework for dialogue and exchange. And while the Lay Expertise 
model stresses the shortcomings of science as the fundamental knowledge system 
through which to understand nature and upon which to base decisions, MAB was at its 
outset clearly envisioned as being based on an ecological sciences foundation that – in 
consultation and exchange with other fields of scientific inquiry – would lead to an 
improved understanding of the biosphere, as a basis for improving the manner in 
which humankind interacts with it. 
In their discussion of the four models as applied to a series of informal science 
education projects, the authors conclude that “the theoretical approaches to public 
communication of science do not capture the complexity of reality […]” (Brossard, D., 
& Lewenstein, B. (2010), p. 32). As noted above, they also do not quite capture the 
realities of communication flows within the MAB programme – this would require a 
model of science communication allowing for multiple, simultaneous flows of 
information between a variable group of actors representing different interests over 
time.  
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Masakata Ogawa (2013, p.7) approaches this requirement by postulating as a uniting 
common feature among multiple definitions of science communication “the intention 
to intervene in the relationship between sciences and society (or scientists and the 
public)”. MAB, by its very nature, does exactly that. At the 1968 Biosphere Conference 
- at which the first steps towards establishment of the MAB programme were taken - 
the justification for MAB’s creation was outlined as follows: 
In dealing with both the use and conservation of the resources of the 
biosphere, the conference has sought resolution of what at first glance appears 
to be a contradiction between consumption and preservation of resources of 
the environment. A resolution seems to have been found in the scientific basis 
for decisions leading to rational action and in the fact that conservation, while 
including preservation, has come generally to mean the wise use of resources. It 
is believed essential to compare the views of all those scientists and 
technologists who are engaged in the exploitation of the resources of the 
natural environment with the views of those who are concerned with their 
preservation in parks and natural reserves. Such comparisons are one of the 
most important characteristics of the Biosphere Conference. While the facts 
derived from biological and physical sciences are indispensable, as are the 
technologies based upon them, they are by themselves insufficient for wisdom. 
The social sciences must be considered also because-of the roles played by 
economics, politics, administration, law, sociology and psychology, for man is 
the key component of the biosphere. UNESCO (1970), pp. 233-234. 
 
As stated in above quote, delegates at the founding MAB conference expressed the 
expectation that communication and exchange between scientists and engineers 
working in different academic fields, different locations and different research 
traditions would lead to the emergence of a “scientific basis for decisions leading to 
rational action”.  This objective places science communication as perceived by the 
creators of the MAB programme closer in line with Ogawa’s definition of science 
communication as policy, which Ogawa identifies as “purposive intervention by a 
driving actor or group of driving actors to alter the present state of the relationship 
between sciences and society towards their desired state.” (Ogawa (2013), p. 9). If one 
accepts MAB’s governing organs and secretariat as the principal driving actors within a 
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science communication analysis of MAB, this definition can be confirmed as highly 
applicable, capturing the programme’s basic justification in a single phrase.  
In his subsequent analysis of different actors’ knowledge, values and attitudes towards 
science, Ogawa identifies four principal classifications of driving actors – 
professionals/policymakers, the pro-science public, the indifferent public and the 
negative public. Likewise, he identifies the same four categories of target actors, with 
the addition of the public in general as a fifth category. In Ogawa’s analysis, different 
science communication activities can be mapped as taking place between and among 
different combinations of these groups. Ogawa’s establishment of categories of driving 
and target actors in a two-dimensional framework allows for the nature and degree of 
participation and engagement in the MAB programme to be gauged over time. His 
understanding of driving and target actors is particularly well suited as a framework for 
the examination of MAB’s early stages – a period during which these two categories 
were clearly identifiable. However, adherence to predefined roles among MAB 
stakeholders grows less obvious when observing the latter decades of the programme 
during which the role of driving and target actors becomes increasingly fluid and 
reversible. 
To fully map and understand the flows of communication over time within a space as 
complex and multidirectional as the MAB programme, a further dimension is needed. 
Such a model is proposed by Susan Stocklmayer (2013). Stocklmayer confirms the 
general rejection of the Deficit model of science communication, whereby 
communication takes place as a one-way flow from experts (who are scientifically 
literate) to laypeople (who are assumed to have a deficient understanding and 
appreciation of science). In its place, she proposes a model that incorporates a broad 
spectrum of science communication activities, allowing for multiple levels and types of 
engagement while respecting both scientific knowledge and other systems of 
knowledge.  
Stocklmayer approaches the development of her model on the basis of a set of basic 
questions about the communication of scientific material developed by the United 
Nations University, a frequent MAB partner organization. The questions are: ‘from 
whom?’, ‘to or with whom?’ and ‘to what end?’  Addressing the first two questions, she 
identifies twelve categories of persons/entities involved in science communication – 
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including scientists and the lay public. Among the categories, the designation 
“Government, both national and local; administrative organizations, national and 
international science organizations” is of primary importance to this thesis.  
Stocklmayer visualizes science communication as taking place in all combinations 
between these twelve groups. To this two-dimensional matrix, she adds a third 
dimension, indicating the placement of a given mode of interaction on a scale spanning 
from one-way flow of information over knowledge sharing to knowledge building – 
with the former representing classical one-way communication of scientific information 
(such as a public service announcement) and the latter representing the co-creation of 
new knowledge derived from different knowledge systems (for example indigenous 
knowledge). Stocklmayer visualizes this three-dimensional model as a multi-celled cube, 
with the x-axis representing the ‘from whom’, the y-axis the ‘to whom’, and the z-axis 
the intended outcome ranging from one-way communication to knowledge building.  
 
 
Figure 1: The Science Communication field. Reproduced from Stocklmayer (2013), p. 32. 
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In the case of MAB, the majority of communication modes between the different levels 
of the programme would in this model be placed in the ‘from international science 
organization’ to ‘to/with international science organization field’, ranging along the z-
axis between one-way information and knowledge sharing. However, there are 
exceptions to this, as well as significant changes over time. In the chapters to follow, 
references will be made to the placement of communication modes in this three-
dimensional space, and a trajectory will be outlined by which communication flows 
within the MAB programme move gradually from purely - or predominantly - one-way 
communication towards a more engaging knowledge sharing modes, and even perhaps 
the beginnings of knowledge-building. 
With the communication flows defining the MAB programme now placed in the 
context of current science communication theory and thinking, I turn to an outline of 
the research methods applied in the chapters to follow. 
 
2.3 A qualitative approach 
 
Before considering the choice of specific communication research methods, a very 
conscious choice was made to adopt a qualitative research approach. While the sections 
below will provide further justification for this choice, one significant factor deserves 
prior mention, relating to past and present data collection and analysis activities 
undertaken within the MAB programme. 
Quantitative research methods are already being employed, through such practices as 
the periodic reporting that biosphere reserve authorities are required to submit to the MAB 
secretariat once every decade according to a fixed and structured template dominated 
(but not exclusively populated) by quantitative indicators.  Data thus gathered regarding 
the status of implementation of the programme at multiple levels are analyzed by the 
Secretariat, and in turn contributes to the reports presented to the programme’s 
governing bodies. This activity, combined with more comprehensive surveys 
undertaken on a less frequent basis, ensures that the “state of the art” of the MAB 
programme at the site and national level is regularly assessed.  The debates of the MAB 
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International Coordinating Council (ICC) often address the relative levels of activity 
and engagement of sites and member countries, providing an indication that the data 
collected and analyzed is in fact put to good use by its governing bodies. 
While a broad quantitative analysis of communication flows within MAB would 
certainly have had the potential to add further depth and scope to this existing work, 
such efforts would be unlikely to reveal any significant new knowledge not already 
emerging from existing practices and protocols. Rather than attempt to add to this 
work, it is the explicit intention of this thesis not to duplicate the conventional 
monitoring and assessment methods already employed within the MAB programme 
and instead examine in detail the way in which communication flows constitute and 
define MAB.   
It should also be noted that while periodic reporting and other formal MAB surveys do 
provide valuable information on the degree of participation and the types of activities 
undertaken at various levels within MAB, they reveal very little about the way in which 
the programme’s different units communicate with one another – and whether this 
communication contributes towards obtaining any of the programme’s shared goals. 
Given the significance of these flows to the existence of the programme discussed 
above, this document hopes to capture significant information that would not be 
picked up through mechanisms such as periodic reporting.   
Under the very wide heading of communication research, this thesis employs elements 
of the terminology and conceptualization commonly identified as organizational 
communication.  However, it should be noted that this thesis does not attempt a 
comprehensive analysis of communication within a single organizational setting (e.g. 
UNESCO or the MAB Secretariat), but rather seeks to examine the multiple flows of 
communication between a network of organizations held together by a shared set of 
objectives firmly grounded in a specific historical and institutional context4 - but not 
limited to a single organizational structure. As discussed elsewhere in this thesis, this 
network comprises the MAB Secretariat itself, the MAB International Coordinating 
Council, MAB National Committees, biosphere reserves, as well as individuals assigned 
roles as MAB focal points at different levels and in different context. It should be noted 
that this thesis does not include a detailed analysis of communication flows between the 
                                                 
4 See footnote 1. 
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MAB network and the public – for example the inhabitants of each biosphere reserve – 
although this would in itself be a promising area for further research. 
It should also be made clear that while many communication researchers have argued 
that ‘communication creates the organization’5, no such claims will be made here. While 
organizational communication theory provides a number of concepts and tools that are 
useful for the present discussion, emphasis here is placed on the role of communication 
not as the origin of MAB (although this would also be a worthwhile undertaking), but 
rather on the role of communication flows in assigning meaning to the programme, and 
ultimately in making MAB worthwhile for participants to engage with. As noted in the 
previous chapter, the core research questions addressed in this thesis are to determine 
how MAB and its World Network of biosphere reserves provide benefits to its 
constituencies, and to identify strategies and actions for improving its performance in 
this regard. With these objectives firmly in mind, organizational communication 
concepts and theories will be addressed and considered where relevant, but do not 
constitute the core interest of this document. 
This document relies on three main methods drawn from qualitative communication 
research. Firstly, extensive participant observation in the field undertaken in the context of 
my work as UNESCO science programme specialist over a period of 20 years; 
secondly, the analysis of historical documents and texts; and thirdly, detailed elite interviews with 
key respondents. In this chapter, I provide a background and justification for the choice 
of these three methods, as well as an outline of the manner in which they are employed. 
 
2.4 Participant observation 
 
While this document is the result of a structured research project benefitting from the 
guidance of a postgraduate degree programme – and framed by its formal requirements 
– it is here argued that the observations underpinning the discussions herein were 
initiated when I first joined the UNESCO secretariat in 1996 and have continued ever 
since. More than any other source, this document is grounded in my work as a 
                                                 
5 For a brief overview of related theories and references, see McPhee, R. & Zaug, P., 2000.  
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UNESCO programme specialist for natural sciences, working at the Organization’s 
offices in Jakarta, Bangkok, Apia, Paris and Beijing over the course of two decades.  
This work has allowed me the possibility to observe as well as actively participate in the 
networked functions of the MAB programme in a wide range of roles, including - but 
not limited to: 
 direct participation in the establishment and development of a national MAB 
programme and/or networks of biosphere reserve in several countries,  
 direct observation of the meetings of the MAB International Governing 
Council, the MAB Bureau and the MAB Scientific Advisory Panel,  
 participation in and contributions towards the organization of regional 
networks such as the East Asian Biosphere Reserve Network, the Southeast 
Asian Biosphere Reserve Network and the Pacific MAB network,  
 evaluation and review of biosphere reserve nomination dossiers, and  
 day-to-day participation in and engagement with communication within and 
between the different units that make up the programme. 
While these observations were not at all times undertaken with the present research 
task and its theoretical foundations in mind, it is nonetheless impossible for me to 
discount the significant contribution that my professional activities in relation to the 
MAB programme have had for the development of this document.  
Lindhof and Taylor note that “[t]he validity of participant observation derives from the 
researchers’ having been there” Lindhof and Taylor (2002), p.135. Having been an active 
participant – as well as a systematic, keen observer – in the MAB programme at 
different levels over 20 years, I have been there to a considerable degree. Furthermore, it 
should be noted that I served 15 of my 20 years with UNESCO in the field, with direct 
responsibility for implementation of activities relating to the MAB programme in Asia-
Pacific and in regular communication with actors at the site, national, regional and 
international level. This extensive field-based experience - involving direct engagement 
with all levels of the network discussed in this thesis – has been essential in shaping and 
framing the discussions to follow.  
It is important to note that throughout my engagement with the MAB programme, I 
acted as a member of UNESCO’s international secretariat, with responsibilities for 
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representing UNESCO as an organization, its objectives, priorities and mandate. In this 
sense, I did not at any time conduct my observations from a neutral position. As a 
consequence, my observations are in a sense biased – they are made through a 
UNESCO lens, influenced by the role I was assigned as a member of the Secretariat. It 
is hoped that through the conscious choice of complementing participant observation 
with text analysis (representing the official record of the MAB programme) and elite 
interviews (representing the viewpoint of national and biosphere reserve 
representatives), an appropriate balance has been attained between different actors 
within the programme. 
Summarizing the significance of participant observation in qualitative research, Lindhof 
and Taylor (2002) note that: 
“[…] researchers using this method become participating members of an 
existing culture, group or setting, and typically adopt roles that other members 
recognize as appropriate and non-threatening. By participating in the activities 
of the group, researchers gain insight into the obligations, constraints, 
motivations, and emotions that members experience as they complete everyday 
actions. Effective participation – in the sense of being able to think, act, and 
feel as a true participant would – is thought by many qualitative researchers to 
be a prerequisite to making effective claims about communication. Stated a little 
different (sic), observing without participating may inhibit researchers’ ability to 
adequately understand the complex, lived experience of human beings. Such 
understanding is one of the defining goals of qualitative research.” Lindhof and 
Taylor (2002), p.4 
These statements provide a solid argument for the conscious and explicit inclusion of 
participant observation-based experience, information and knowledge as a significant 
contribution towards this thesis – no less significant than the analysis of key texts and 
interviews. 
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2.5 Analysis of documents and texts 
 
An intergovernmental programme with a history exceeding forty years, MAB’s 
conceptualization and development has been comprehensively documented over time. 
This documentation is housed in UNESCO’s archives in the form of official records of 
the meetings of a range of MAB bodies, as well as in numerous journals and other 
published literature. A thorough analysis of these documents is a prerequisite for any 
attempt at understanding the communication flows within MAB.  
Decisions taken by MAB’s governing and scientific advisory bodies and included in the 
official records of their meetings have played a defining role in determining the 
framework and directing the flow of communication between the different actors 
engaged with the programme. At the same time, official MAB records also serve as 
direct documentation of many of these information flows – containing records of the 
multitudes of statements, reports, objections, interventions and proposals that over the 
years have given shape to the programme. Given that MAB has been subject to 
constant development and re-interpretation over the course of its lifetime, a meaningful 
analysis of this literature cannot be static or bound to a particular point in time - such 
as, for example, the programme’s conceptualization phase during the late 1960s. The 
emergence in the late 1970s of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves as a 
cornerstone of the programme from its relatively humble origins as one of fifteen 
research projects identified by MAB is in itself so significant as to require a thorough 
analysis on its own. The same could be said for the adoption of the Seville Strategy – 
which came to signify the transformation of MAB from a research-dominated to a 
management-dominated programme - in 1995. 
For these reasons, considerable attention is devoted to the analysis of the MAB records 
from the earliest references to the programme in 1968 to the present day – informed by 
insight and knowledge gained through the participant observation discussed above.  
This analysis serves to set the stage for the country-based case studies, framing these in 
an institutional and historical context that is essential for an understanding of their 
organization and relationship to the wider MAB programme.  
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2.6. Elite interviews 
 
Building on the information gathered through participant observation and analysis of 
key texts, this thesis relies on a limited number of elite interviews with key respondents 
active at different levels within the MAB programme. As the concept of “elite 
interview” is defined differently by different authors, some clarification is in order. In 
the following, I employ the term according to the definition proposed by Hochschild 
(2009), who describes elite interviews as  
“[…] discussions with people who are chosen because of who they are or what 
position they occupy. That is […] not necessarily […] someone of high social, 
economic, or political standing; the term indicates a person who is chosen by 
name or position for a particular reason, rather than randomly or 
anonymously.” Hochschild (2009), p.1. 
This definition aligns well with the application of the elite interview in this thesis, which 
is based on the selection of a very limited number of key respondents – in all cases 
individuals holding significant roles as communication focal points at either the site, 
national or global level – for in-depth discussions. 
Hochschild continues: 
“[A] set of [elite] interviews is clearly appropriate for the study of recent historical change, 
process-tracing studies of policy enactment or implementation, the role of memory and 
perception in political or social activity, and the role of elites (broadly defined) 
in a political, social, or economic process. […] most generally, elite interviews can give 
substance and meaning to prior analyses of institutions, structures, rule-making, or procedural 
controls. […] That is, elite interviews can play the same role with regard to 
institutional analysis that intensive interviews can play with regard to survey 
research: they can set up the alternative research strategies, or they can make 
sense of what has been gleaned from those strategies.” Hochschild (2009), p.4-5 
(emphasis mine). 
Hochschild here clearly articulates the manner in which the elite interviews conducted 
for this thesis are employed. The classification of this thesis as a “study of recent historical 
change” and a “process-tracing study of policy enactment or implementation” are both accurate, 
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given its focus on the 40-year history of the MAB programme and associated networks. 
Complementing the research undertaken through participant observation and textual 
analysis, the elite interviews provide substance, add further layers of meaning, and an 
invaluable empirical means of verification. Structured according to a fixed set of 
questions allowing for the information collected to be analyzed comparatively, elite 
interviews complement the information collected through participant observation. 
Elite interviews undertaken for the preparation of this thesis were conducted in 
accordance with ANU Ethics Protocol 2009/024. Protocol details and interview 
questions are included with this thesis in Appendix A. Supplemented by a range of 
complementary sources, in-depth interviews with key respondents from the MAB 
community in Vietnam, Palau and Australia form the core of the three respective case 
studies, as follows:  
 For the Vietnam case study, the secretary-general of the Vietnam MAB 
National Committee during the country’s initiation and first decade of 
engagement with the programme.  
 For Palau, the conservation area support officer for the Ngaremeduu 
Conservation Area prior to engagement with MAB and subsequent national 
MAB focal point during initiation and first decade of engagement with the 
MAB programme. 
 For Australia, the former Chair of the Noosa Biosphere Council, with 
responsibility for coordination of the Noosa Biosphere Reserve during the site’s 
formative years following its formal establishment. 
Further details on the selection of respondents as well as complementary sources 
consulted in the preparation of the case studies are listed in appendices B, C, and D. 
These expert sources and relevant written records have contributed cumulatively to the 
presentation of each case, and are therefore not identified or noted individually 
throughout the text. Data from the interviews are integrated into the narrative as 
appropriate. In each case, information personally gathered by the author as part of his 
duties with UNESCO is specifically noted. 
The application in a complementary manner of the above three research approaches – 
participant observation, analysis of documents and text, and elite interviews - provides 
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this thesis with a firm methodological grounding, allowing for the particular 
circumstances under which it has been prepared – notably the availability of data 
stemming from long-term participant observation – to be utilized to their full potential.  
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3. Communicating Man and the Biosphere: a brief overview 
 
3.1 A peace-building mission 
 
It is a central assumption of this thesis that the degree of participation in the World 
Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) of any given MAB National Committee, 
national focal or biosphere reserve is dependent upon the degree to which it actively 
receives information from the MAB community, acts upon this information, and 
returns information about its actions to the MAB community. 
 
MAB provides no funding to its participating National Committees and biosphere 
reserves, except in cases where this is applied for through assistance to particular 
projects or through research and travel grants. In these cases, funds are provided by 
UNESCO only in very small amounts, commonly referred to as seed funding. The 
availability of such funding - in particular when viewed in relation to the growing total 
number of biosphere reserves eligible to receive it – has been in decline, in particular 
over the course of the most recent biennia. Exacerbating this situation, the 2011 
withdrawal of United States funding for UNESCO and its programmes - resulting from 
the admission of Palestine as a member of the organization - has led to a drastic 
reduction in the availability of such funds across the full range of UNESCO’s mandate 
(Bridgewater (2016), p. 3-4) 
 
Consequently, rather than financial benefits, the primary advantages of belonging to 
MAB – both at the national and site level – relate to a large extent to the exchange, 
through participation in a global network, of information related to scientific research, 
management, local economic and social development and education.  
 
This role – the provision and facilitation of information that through international 
exchange and interaction adds value to national and local efforts within a given field – 
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lies at the heart of UNESCO’s ultimate purpose as an organization. The preamble to 
UNESCO’s Constitution states:  
 
“Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the 
defenses of peace must be created.” 
 
As this brief quote makes clear, UNESCO was established with a peace-building 
mandate at its core. All UNESCO’s programme’s and activities serve this overall 
purpose. By definition, this ultimate goal places communication at a central level in all 
UNESCO’s activities. With no large-scale funding attached to the majority of 
UNESCO’s programmes, it can be argued that – beyond the MAB programme itself - it 
is the communication of ideas and the facilitation of their unobstructed flow between 
countries and communities across the globe that defines UNESCO – whether in 
education, the sciences or culture. UNESCO was founded on the notion that 
participation in the exchange of information – including scientific information – would 
in itself generate the conditions for a more peaceful world (Huxley, J. (1946), p.5). 
Peace would not necessarily come about as a direct result of the sharing of particular 
information, but rather from participation in the act of sharing and communicating.  
 
During the 1970s, MAB provided a rare forum for direct scientific exchange between 
the United States and the Soviet Union - two early proponents and active contributors 
to the programme - leading to the organization of events such as the “United States – 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics Symposium on Biosphere Reserves", held in 
Moscow in May 1976 (United States Department of Agriculture (1979)). At present, 
the East Asian Biosphere Reserve Network (EABRN) provides a rare vehicle for direct 
scientific cooperation and exchange between the two countries of the Korean 
peninsula, organizing regular subregional gatherings allowing for direct exchanges 
between the scientific communities of the two countries, made possible through 
financial support provided by the Republic of Korea as well as other partners in the 
region. Also in the context of EABRN and facilitated by the UNESCO Office in 
Beijing, research and capacity development programmes have been undertaken by the 
MAB National Committee in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea with support 
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from the MAB National Committee in the Republic of Korea and according to 
priorities established through dialogue between UNESCO and the two countries.  
 
Taking into consideration the extremely tense political climate and the volatile 
relationship between the two countries, MAB has – through the work of the EABRN - 
proven itself capable of living up to the ideals towards which it was established to 
aspire. In this sense, MAB has the potential to contribute towards the building of peace 
through the sharing of information by creating an international, politically neutral and 
science-based space in which such sharing can take place. The Lima Declaration – the 
principal statement of the 4th World Congress of Biosphere Reserves held in Lima, Peru 
in 2016 issued on behalf of participating “representatives of UNESCO Member States, 
biosphere reserves, and cooperating public and private sector institutions and civil 
society organizations” – summed up the history and potential of the programme as 
follows: 
 
[…] the development of biosphere reserves in MAB, started in 1976, has gone 
through four decades of evolution, empowered by the Member States of 
UNESCO through the implementation of the Action Plan of Minsk 
Conference (1983), the Seville Strategy and the Statutory Framework of the 
World Network of Biosphere Reserves (1995), the Madrid Action Plan for 
Biosphere Reserves (2008-2013), the international MAB Conference "For life, 
for the future: Biosphere reserves and climate change", with the Dresden 
Declaration (2011), and national, local and regional cooperation projects in the 
majority of UNESCO’s Member States, thus gaining a significant momentum 
for sustainable development at all levels and contributing to global agenda, 
especially the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) as well as the Convention on 
the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions; and will 
now be further strengthened by the MAB Strategy 2015-2025, and the Lima 
Action Plan”. UNESCO (2016), p.2 
 
MAB’s nature as an intergovernmental programme of UNESCO instils it with a 
legitimacy that – in spite of occasional challenges to the legitimacy of the United 
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Nations as a whole – remains intact and potent. At the same time, MAB is a 
programme that by definition must demonstrate its legitimacy not only at the global 
and national level, but perhaps even more urgently at the local level in each of the 
network’s 669 biosphere reserves. It must do so in particular because its legitimacy to a 
large and increasing extent stems from the biosphere reserves as the tangible 
manifestation of the programme’s history, achievements and impact. 
 
 
3.2 The global and the local: MAB and the biosphere reserve  
 
The WNBR - while formally to be considered only one among several elements of the 
MAB programme - has since the emergence of the first biosphere reserves gradually 
grown in significance so that it is hard today to speak of activities of the MAB 
programme without reference to the network (Coetzer, K., Witkowski, E. and 
Erasmus, B. (2014), pp. 83-84). This can be viewed as a natural development – as the 
network has grown to encompass more sites and be more representative of the range of 
global environments it was established to understand and protect, it would be negligent 
not to direct research and other MAB-related efforts towards the growing number of 
biosphere reserves. At the same time, it is becoming increasingly evident that the ever-
growing network risks eventually tasking the MAB secretariat to an unsustainable 
degree, its expansion occurring over a period of time during which the size of the 
secretariat and the funds available for programme activities has at best remained 
unchanged – and frequently has been shrinking (Bridgewater, P. (2016), pp. 3-4). While 
provisions have been made in WNBR’s guiding documents for the eventual withdrawal 
of the biosphere reserve designation from underperforming sites – and while the ICC 
seems increasingly willing to act in accordance with these – it is to be expected that the 
WNBR will continue to consume both time and programme funds at an increasing rate. 
 
From the perspective of UNESCO’s member states, the biosphere reserves may 
furthermore often appear to represent the only tangible, physical manifestation of the 
MAB programme. Without the presence of the reserves, it could be argued that 
member states would have relatively little to show for their participation in the 
programme. It is therefore not surprising that at meetings of the ICC and UNESCO 
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General Conferences, interventions from member states frequently make reference to 
their participation in the World Network with primacy – as tangible, on-the-ground 
evidence of UNESCO methodologies and programmes put into practice. 
 
In this way, MAB and the WBRN has today arrived at a paradox. Conceived as a global 
programme anchored firmly in institutions established at the national level of the 
member state, MAB has become wholly dependent for its relevance on a network of 
sites situated in a local context over which the programme has little control or influence 
– and increasingly struggles to provide basic oversight and support for. This trajectory – 
from an ecological sciences- based centrally controlled intergovernmental programme 
to a more decentralized network of experimental sites for sustainable development – 
will be traced in detail in the chapters to follow. 
 
MAB’s perceived relevance at the local, national and global level is of crucial 
significance to the ways in which the programme has been interpreted, understood and 
engaged with over the course of its history. As a programme essentially concerned with 
sites participating in a global network, local support for and appropriation of the MAB 
philosophy and principles are crucial for the programme’s existence. However, as a 
United Nations programme with a global scope and its principal counterpart 
mechanism (the MAB National Committees) situated at the national level, MAB must 
by definition make its primary contribution at the global level – that is, by enabling the 
flow of information, knowledge and practice through international research, exchange 
and cooperation. Such global benefits may not always be immediately apparent at the 
local level, where the value of a site’s engagement with MAB is more likely to be 
assessed according to the difference it makes on the ground.  
 
It might even be argued that in a small number of cases, the notion of local areas 
participating in a programme primarily established in order to generate value for the 
global community may have contributed to generating some suspicion over the 
programme’s motives. Local communities have in some cases expressed concern that 
MAB – and other international site-based designations – could be used as vehicles 
through which national authorities might seek to assert control and access to land and 
resources under local ownership and custodianship. Indeed, as the nomination of a 
biosphere reserve is the provision of the national authorities in UNESCO’s member 
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states, a biosphere reserve may – in theory – be used to support the assertion of 
national-level control at the local level. Such concerns were expressed by indigenous 
communities as well as local authorities in Palau and the Federated States of Micronesia 
(FSM) in the context of discussions on the World Heritage merits of the Rock Islands 
and Nan Madol sites, respectively, leading to a protracted and complex nomination 
procedure for both sites.  While the MAB programme does not require or encourage 
changes in land ownership or control, such concerns can be seen as an expression of 
healthy scepticism towards the motives of the programme’s national and global levels – 
a reminder both of the significance of the local level to the sustainability of the 
programme as a whole and of the fact that the benefits of adherence – and the ways in 
which these are perceived - vary considerably between the programme’s different 
constituencies. An interesting study of such dynamics of mistrust can be found in 
Charles Chester’s book “Conservation across Borders: Biodiversity in an 
Interdependent World”, which includes a detailed study of the efforts to develop a 
biosphere reserve in the Sonoran Desert, New Mexico, USA (Chester, C. (2006), pp. 
53-133). 
 
3.3 Communication flows in MAB 
 
As discussed above, MAB embodies the conventional interpretation of UNESCO’s role 
as a facilitator of global scientific information flow, as well as originator of new ideas, 
concepts and approaches. In this context, it should be noted that the relative emphasis 
on scientific research in MAB and WNBR has varied over the years. The period following 
the 1995 Seville Congress – to be discussed at length below - has seen a strong 
emphasis on management-related issues that has to some degree eclipsed the origins of 
the programme as essentially an initiative of the ecological sciences community (Reed, 
M. (2016). However, it is important to recognize that MAB retains a strong association 
with the scientific community from which it evolved, a fact that is borne out in the 
composition of the MAB National Committees and ICC delegate membership, which 
in some countries remain largely drawn from senior representatives of scientific bodies 
– recalling the explicit instructions set out for the establishment of MAB National 
Committees in the early days of the programme. 
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Communication between the participating units in MAB and WNBR is to a large extent 
political/diplomatic in nature – it concerns issues such as the conservation status of 
biosphere reserves; the organization of conferences, seminars, research and other 
events; logistic issues relating to biosphere reserve activities, and so forth. The question 
of whether such information flows constitute science communication at all could 
reasonably be posed. After all, MAB is not primarily concerned with the transmission 
of scientific facts. Rather, its principal role is to enable and generate a framework within 
which the exchange of scientific, science-related as well as other information can take 
place. For the purpose of the analysis contained herein, it is the position of the author 
to consider the communication of MAB-related information as essentially concerning 
the organization of scientific cooperation, research, and assessment.  
 
As defined by Burns, O’Connor and Stocklmayer (2003),  
[Science communication] may be defined as the use of appropriate skills, 
media, activities, and dialogue to produce one or more of the following 
personal responses to science (the vowel analogy) 
 Awareness, including familiarity with new aspects of science 
 Enjoyment or other affective responses, e.g. appreciating science as 
entertainment or art 
 Interest, as evidenced by voluntary involvement with science or its 
communication 
 Opinions, the forming, reforming, or confirming of science-related 
attitudes 
 Understanding of science, its content, processes, and social factors 
Science communication may involve science practitioners, mediators, and other 
members of the general public, either peer-to-peer or between groups. 
 
As detailed in chapter 4 below, communication within MAB is strongly associated with 
the introduction and wide application of new aspects of science; with the voluntary 
involvement with science by individuals and institutions; with the forming of opinions 
and attitudes to science and its importance for sustaining a balanced relationship 
between nature and humankind; and with the understanding of science in terms of 
content, processes and social factors. And while the appreciation of science as 
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entertainment or art is not discussed in detail in this thesis, recent years have witnessed 
several projects and events that link biosphere reserve functions and associated research 
with the arts6. 
 
Having defined communication flows within the MAB framework as science 
communication as articulated by Burns, O’Connor and Stocklmayer (2003), it is 
necessary to delineate the scope of this thesis, which concerns communication between 
the units that are formally included in the MAB and WNBR statutory texts – that is, the 
MAB Secretariat, the ICC and its associated bodies, the MAB National Committees and 
focal points, and the biosphere reserves themselves. While communication of science 
to the public - for example in the form of community extension work intended to 
explain the benefits of biodiversity conservation to local communities, students and 
other constituencies - takes place in biosphere reserves in all parts of the world, this this 
is not the central focus of this thesis.  
 
Communication between the bodies participating in MAB, its strategies and action 
plans – such as it takes place today - is multidirectional and somewhat ad-hoc in nature. 
In the absence of a “hard legal instrument” – such as an international convention or 
other legal tool with the ability to define, control and guide the communication flow - 
multiple interpretations of how such arrangements should be made exist within the 
programme. While UNESCO as an organization operates with guidelines as to how its 
Secretariat relates to member state institutions, these are general in nature and do not at 
present offer detailed practical guidance on how communication might best be 
organized for a highly complex and multi-tiered programme such as MAB.  
 
With its formal committee-based structure, MAB bears the characteristics of a 
programme designed before the emergence of the internet. However, at the time of the 
programme’s establishment and for half its existence, internet-based communications 
were neither well developed nor used as a formal communications channel within 
UNESCO.  The ease with which the different units within the programme are able to 
                                                 
6 An example hereof is ‘‘The 8th River’, a three-month residency and exhibition by nine artists in 
Kazakhstan’s biosphere reserves. Details are available at :  
http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/SC/images/07_KZ_Presentation_SACAM_
Maltseva.pdf (accessed on 2 September 2017) 
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communicate today was never foreseen or considered when the multi-tiered, formal 
structure of MAB was put into place. Had the programme come into being today, it is 
conceivable that a lighter, less formal structure would have been adopted through 
which biosphere reserves could be expected to take on a more proactive 
communications role.   
 
The following chapters will examine communication flows within the MAB programme 
over time, with particular focus on three case studies from the Asia-Pacific region. 
However, before considering this topic in detail, it is necessary to establish an 
understanding of the key bodies in the MAB programme and WNBR.  
 
The status of MAB as an activity of UNESCO – a specialized agency of the United 
Nations - has particular implications, not only in terms of the global nature of the 
“added value” envisioned for the programme, but significantly for the way in which the 
programme is governed and is able to operate. As the above discussion makes clear, 
MAB is by definition intergovernmental in nature. A programme of the United 
Nations, MAB is agreed upon and governed by representatives of UNESCO’s member 
states, a relationship reinforced through the nature and composition of the ICC.  
 
It can be argued that the governing mechanisms of UNESCO –  occasionally referred 
to as the UN’s “intellectual agency” - allow the organization more flexibility than many 
other UN bodies. While UN agencies often work under agreements with specific 
government departments – for example ministries of agriculture for FAO and 
ministries of health for WHO – UNESCO is mandated to work relatively 
independently with academia, non-government organizations, civil society and other 
entities. This flexibility is delivered through the UNESCO National Commissions 
established in each member state. The UNESCO National Commission is a unique 
national counterpart structure generally housed within a department of the member 
state’s government. This department typically provides the secretariat of the National 
Commission, which ideally draws its membership from a broad range of actors in 
UNESCO’s fields of competence -  from academia, the arts, government agencies, and 
civil society organizations. The National Commission serves as the formal national 
counterpart of UNESCO in each member state, and is responsible for maintaining 
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communications with the Organization’s international secretariat as well as, internally, 
with the national government and civil society.   
 
The activities undertaken by UNESCO, its Secretariat and its programmes are defined 
in the organization’s biennial programme and budget. Known as the C/5, this 
document is approved by representatives of member state governments at the 
organization’s biennial General Conference. Between each General Conference, four 
regular sessions of UNESCO’s 58-member Executive Board are held, along with 
additional sessions addressing specific issues of importance.  Elected by the General 
Conference and acting under its authority, the Executive Board examines the 
programme of work for the Organization and corresponding budget estimates 
submitted to it by the Director-General. 
 
For intergovernmental programmes such as MAB, UNESCO’s two principal governing 
organs are supplemented by an additional elected body, the ICC. In this way, MAB is 
governed by UNESCO’s biennial General Conference, the biannual Executive Board, and the 
annual 54-member ICC elected by the General Conference. The ICC guides and 
supervises the MAB Programme; assesses priorities and reviews progress reported by 
the Secretariat and the MAB National Committees; coordinates cooperation and makes 
recommendations concerning research and other cooperative projects; as well as 
coordinates activities with other international programmes and maintains exchanges 
with international non-government organizations (NGOs) on scientific and technical 
issues. In addition to these duties, the ICC decides on the recognition of new biosphere 
reserves and takes note of recommendations on periodic review reports. At its 
meetings, the Council elects a chair and five vice-chairs, of which one functions as a 
rapporteur7. Together, these form the MAB Bureau, which may meet between sessions 
and carry out tasks assigned to it by the ICC. ICC is furthermore advised by advisory 
bodies created for this purpose, most significantly the Scientific Advisory Committee on 
Biosphere Reserves (discussed in detail below). 
 
                                                 
7 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/man-and-
biosphere-programme/about-mab/icc/. Accessed on 22 November 2016. 
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The International Co-ordinating Council of the Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme is 
MAB’s principal governing body, and is usually referred to as the MAB Council or by 
the acronym ICC. It consists of 34 Member States elected by UNESCO's biennial 
General Conference. In between meetings, the authority of the ICC is delegated to its 
Bureau, whose members are nominated from each of UNESCO's geopolitical regions. 
The Bureau and ICC may also be advised by expert bodies. A significant example of 
such a body is the Scientific Advisory Committee on Biosphere Reserves. While the ICC and its 
Bureau provide the formal leadership of the MAB programme, UNESCO staff based at 
the organization’s Division of Ecological and Earth Sciences in Paris as well as Natural 
Sciences staff distributed among the organization’s more than 50 field offices around 
the world serve as the programme’s Secretariat. The MAB Secretariat provides support 
to and manages the programme’s activities in accordance with the direction provided by 
the ICC. The Statutory Framework for the World Network of Biosphere Reserves, 
published in 1996, defines the Secretariat’s role as follows:  
UNESCO shall act as the secretariat of the Network and be responsible for its 
functioning and promotion. The secretariat shall facilitate communication and 
interaction among individual biosphere reserves and among experts. UNESCO 
shall also develop and maintain a worldwide accessible information system on 
biosphere reserves, to be linked to other relevant initiatives. In order to 
reinforce individual biosphere reserves and the functioning of the Network and 
subnetworks, UNESCO shall seek financial support from bilateral and 
multilateral sources. The list of biosphere reserves forming part of the Network, 
their objectives and descriptive details, shall be updated, published and 
distributed by the secretariat periodically. UNESCO, (1996) p.18 
 
The duties assigned to the Secretariat by the Statutory Framework are significant. This 
thesis establishes that the principal function of MAB is the facilitation of 
communication flows between contributors to the programme. The Statutory 
Framework assigns direct responsibility for this role to the Secretariat, which “shall 
facilitate communication and interaction among individual biosphere reserves and 
among experts.” In addition, “UNESCO shall also develop and maintain a worldwide 
accessible information system on biosphere reserves [and] seek financial support from 
bilateral and multilateral sources”. The Statutory Framework in this way assigns the 
principal responsibility for MAB’s core defining function to the Secretariat. While each 
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member state retains a number of distinct responsibilities, it is clear that the value-
added of the MAB programme according to the Statutory Framework shall first and 
foremost be delivered by the Secretariat – not by the member states or the individual 
biosphere reserves.  
 
In this context, it should be recalled that the total worldwide number of biosphere 
reserves has grown steadily in the years since the adoption of the Statutory Framework 
(Coetzer, K., Witkowski, E. and Erasmus, B. (2014), fig. 4, p. 84), a period during 
which the Secretariat has operated under increasingly limited budgets The divergence 
between the increasing responsibilities of the Secretariat and the increasing number of 
biosphere reserves, and the decline in the relative human and financial resources 
available through which to support the basic functions of the Secretariat is among the 
biggest challenges facing the MAB programme today, and as such must be considered 
when identifying recommendations as to the improvement of MAB’s performance.  
  
At the national level, the Statutory Framework invites each UNESCO member state to 
establish a MAB National Committee to serve as the focal point for all MAB-related 
activities in the country. This Committee is ideally composed of multiple members 
representing different interested groups (academia, non-government organizations, 
conservation groups, national and local government representatives, business interests, 
etc.). However, in many small countries - such as the small island developing states of 
the Pacific - the role of MAB National Committee or focal point often rests with one 
single individual.  
 
While no official UNESCO document requires the identification of a focal point or 
coordinator at the level of the individual biosphere reserve, it is advised that each 
biosphere reserve establish a coordinating mechanism to allow input from the many 
stakeholder groups with an interest in a given site. When a biosphere reserve is 
nominated, it is moreover a requirement that the nomination document is signed by the 
overall authority in charge. In this sense, each biosphere reserve operates with some form 
of biosphere reserve coordinator (understood as the responsible for the authority in charge), 
whether based on-site or elsewhere in the country. As many existing biosphere reserves 
have been established on the basis of a pre-existing protected area under some form of 
legal protection (frequently coinciding with the core zone of the biosphere reserve), the 
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authorities in charge of such legally protected areas are significant stakeholders in the 
biosphere reserve they are associated with and often serve as the focal point for the 
reserve as well as for the protected area around which it is based. 
 
Finally, the local population inhabiting each biosphere reserve - and whose livelihood may 
often be based on the natural resources within and around it - are essential to the 
reserve itself. In the current interpretation of the concept, no site may be granted 
biosphere reserve status if the nomination dossier does not document the presence of a 
human population within the reserve, and if management arrangements are not put in 
place to take the activities of this population into account.  As will be discussed in detail 
below, this interpretation contrasts somewhat with the early years of the MAB 
programme, during which biosphere reserves were foreseen as representing a gradient 
from pristine (untouched) ecosystems to areas subject to severe human-induced 
degradation and/or modification.  
 
In summary, the key groupings between which communication flows will be considered 
for the purposes of this thesis are: 
1. The International Co-ordinating Council of the Man and the Biosphere 
(MAB) Programme  
2. The MAB Bureau 
3. The Scientific Advisory Committee on Biosphere Reserves 
4. The MAB Secretariat (Division of Ecological and Earth Sciences) 
5. The MAB Secretariat (Field-based) 
6. UNESCO National Commissions 
7. MAB National Committees (or Focal Points) 
8. The Biosphere Reserve Coordinating body (or individual) 
9. Local protected area authorities  
10. Local governing authorities (municipality, province, etc.) 
11. Inhabitants in and around the Biosphere Reserve (local communities/ civil 
society) 
 
When considering the complexity of the communications between these many actors, it 
is important to note that in many cases, information flows are limited and takes place 
only on relatively rare occasions. Furthermore, depending on the specific local context, 
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additional actors and communication flows are conceivable – for example, between a 
UNESCO field office and the representative of the local community or a civil society 
organization in a biosphere reserve.  
 
Any listing of actors engaged in communication within the MAB programme is bound 
to be incomplete to some degree. Of the eleven bodies included listed above, lines of 
communication are only formally established between the four most central entities – 
the ICC, the MAB Bureau, the Scientific Advisory Committee and the MAB Secretariat 
at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris. Between these bodies, communication is defined 
and delineated by the restrictions imposed by the protocols of the ICC and Bureau 
meetings and by UNESCO’s General Conferences and other formal interactions with 
member state delegations and representatives.  
 
However, such formal interactions only comprise a fraction of the total communication 
flow of the MAB system as a whole, the bulk of which is largely – and increasingly - 
unmonitored and uncontrolled. Imposing order on a system of 669 globally distributed 
sites established across four decades under a vast range of legal and institutional 
principles alone would be impossible – as would the imposition of a uniform 
communications system through which these sites would interact with UNESCO and 
its representations. While each MAB National Committee is expected to serve as a 
national clearinghouse for MAB information and activities within a given member state, 
this responsibility is addressed in a multitude of ways – reflected in the broad range of 
institutional arrangements governing such committees in different member states. 
While MAB provides guidance on the preferred membership of the committees, the 
manner in which each committee handles its responsibilities is not an area in which 
MAB proposes a particular approach.  
 
A further complication arises from the fact that the level of engagement, whether by 
member states or individual biosphere reserves, is highly variable. Some biosphere 
reserves are nearly dormant, while others are very active. Some reserves maintain high 
levels of engagement with MAB, while operating within a nearly dormant national 
counterpart structure. In such cases, individual reserves may communicate effectively 
directly with the MAB Secretariat at a UNESCO field office or at Headquarters, 
bypassing the MAB National Committee. Conversely, countries may be actively 
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engaged in MAB at the national level – for example through a national scientific 
academy or research organization – while presiding over an inactive or even semi-
dormant national network.   
 
The following chapter contains a detailed analysis of these dynamics, tracing the 
trajectory of MAB from its beginnings in the late 1960s to the present day – a trajectory 
through which MAB’s institutional infrastructure has remained relatively unchanged, 
however during which major changes have occurred in how the programme perceives 
itself, communicates its messages, and engages with its growing global constituency. 
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4. Historical analysis 
 
“They must not end up as islands of good sense in a sea of absurdity.”8  
 
4.1 Man and Biosphere: a child of its time 
 
Over the course of the 1960s, concern over the impacts of human development on the 
global environment emerged as an increasingly urgent and visible issue in the 
international debate. This was reflected in the discussions at UNESCO’s biennial 
General Conferences during the decade, which – with increasing frequency and 
intensity - referred to the potential for UNESCO to use its interdisciplinary mandate to 
assess the state of the global environment and ensure its protection. 
 
Initial discussions on the possible establishment of a UNESCO-led programme to 
advance research on the global environment took place during the height of the Cold 
War. In a severely polarized global political climate, international scientific cooperation 
and networking was to a large extent aligned along political lines. Scientists in countries 
politically aligned with the Soviet Union established networks, cooperative 
arrangements, exchanges and programmes predominantly among colleagues within 
their geopolitical sphere, as did their counterparts in the west. However, relatively few 
initiatives successfully bridged the two. 
 
One area of scientific inquiry suffering perhaps disproportionately from this situation 
was that of ecological research. Europe’s Iron Curtain – and similar manifestations 
elsewhere around the world – cut indiscriminately across marine and terrestrial 
ecosystems small and large, depriving the scientific community on both sides of the 
divide the opportunity to advance a common understanding of global and local 
ecological processes. 
 
As the United Nations agency responsible for the promotion of science and scientific 
research in the pursuit of world peace and prosperity, few in the late 1960s would have 
                                                 
8 UNESCO (1996), p.12. 
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contested that UNESCO was well placed to address the state of the environment as a 
global issue.  
 
The first official reference to the idea of a UNESCO programme addressing issues 
relating to the “biosphere” was made at the 14th session of the organization’s General 
Conference in 1966. The Conference called upon UNESCO to take the lead in 
organizing an intergovernmental conference on the Rational Use and Conservation of the 
Resources of the Biosphere. (UNESCO (1967), p. 193) 
 
UNESCO responded to the call in September 1968 with the convening of the 
Intergovernmental Conference of Experts on the Scientific Basis for Rational Use and Conservation of 
the Resources of the Biosphere, a high-level event organized by UNESCO with participation 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Food and Agricultural Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO), the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN9), and the International Biological Programme (IBP). The impact of the Biosphere 
Conference, as it has since been known, has been somewhat overshadowed by the 
subsequent United Nations Conference on the Human Environment held 5-16 June 1972, in 
Stockholm, Sweden. However, according to contemporary observers, the 1968 Paris 
sessions served as a precursor and as inspiration for the discussions to follow in 
Stockholm. In a 40-year MAB retrospective featured in the UNESCO journal “A 
World of Science” in 2011, Malcolm Hadley writes: “In his 1995 review of the global 
environmental movement, John McCormick has commented that the ‘significance of 
the Biosphere Conference is regularly overlooked’ and that ‘the initiatives credited to 
Stockholm were in some cases only expansions of ideas raised in Paris.’ (Hadley (2011), 
p.3) 
 
The Biosphere Conference defined the term biosphere as: 
 “that thin shell at the interface of the atmosphere, hydrosphere and lithosphere 
where life and its products exist; that living organisms manifest their 
characteristics by constant interrelations with the environment; and that in 
                                                 
9 IUCN is an international membership union with both government and civil society organization 
members. 
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doing so the interactions themselves create a degree of systematic order” 
UNESCO (1970), p.234 
 
Among its conclusions, the conference made clear that the natural sciences alone – 
while indispensable as a basis for sound management of natural resources – would not 
be able to generate the wisdom required for such sound management. The conference’s 
final recommendation reads: 
“In dealing with both the use and conservation of the resources of the 
biosphere, the conference has sought resolution of what at first glance appears 
to be a contradiction between consumption and preservation of resources of 
the environment. A resolution seems to have been found in the scientific basis 
for decisions leading to rational action and in the fact that conservation, while 
including preservation, has come generally to mean the wise use of resources. It 
is believed essential to compare the views of all those scientists and 
technologists who are engaged in the exploitation of the resources of the 
natural environment with the views of those who are concerned with their 
preservation in parks and natural reserves. Such comparisons are one of the 
most important characteristics of the Biosphere Conference. While the facts 
derived from biological and physical sciences are indispensable, as are the 
technologies based upon them, they are by themselves insufficient for wisdom. 
The social sciences must be considered also because-of the roles played by 
economics, politics, administration, law, sociology and psychology, for man is 
the key component of the biosphere.” UNESCO (1970), pp. 233-234 
 
The passage above stresses two essential assumptions made by the Biosphere Conference 
that would be of particular significance for the development of the MAB programme in 
the subsequent years:  
1. That the natural sciences were in a position to produce knowledge required for 
“wise” decision-making and “rational action” relating to human use of the 
biosphere; and  
2. That – due to humankind’s role as a “key component of the biosphere” - the 
natural sciences alone were not in a position to provide the conditions to ensure 
that wise decisions are taken. 
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These assumptions go a long way towards explaining the somewhat contradictory 
qualities of the early MAB programme, which – as detailed below – was on the one 
hand strongly oriented towards natural sciences (ecological) research, and on the other 
called for the employment of interdisciplinary approaches. In this context, it should be 
recalled that while the necessity of engaging multiple scientific disciplines in resolving 
environment and development issues may be generally accepted today, this had a more 
forward-looking ring to it in the late 1960s. The Biosphere Conference deserves 
acknowledgement for having brought the importance of interdisciplinarity to global 
attention. 
 
The Biosphere Conference made a total of 20 recommendations for global action in the 
areas of scientific research, environmental education, international cooperation, and 
scientific development assistance. Among the recommendations, the Conference asked 
that the planned United Nations Conference on “the problems of human 
environment” – what was to become the Stockholm Conference of 1972 - “consider 
the advisability of a Universal Declaration on the Protection and Betterment of the 
Human Environment”. UNESCO (1970), p.230. 
 
For the purposes of the present discussion, the final recommendation of the Biosphere 
Conference holds particular significance. The 20th and final recommendation proposed 
the establishment of an intergovernmental interdisciplinary programme to advance the 
ideas set out by the conference. The “Recommendation on preparation of an 
intergovernmental interdisciplinary programme” included the following clauses: 
“The Conference […] recognizing that in the biological sciences several non-
governmental organizations […] have established networks of scientists who 
are now studying certain aspects of rational utilization and conservation of 
biological resources; likewise that these networks of scientists have developed 
widely and cannot make further progress without governmental and 
intergovernmental support; recommends that a plan for an international and 
interdisciplinary programme on the rational utilization and conservation of the 
resources of the biosphere be prepared for the good of mankind - a programme 
which should be carried out on an intergovernmental basis, with the 
participation of the non-governmental organizations required; […] that this 
programme concentrate on the scientific, technical and educational aspects of 
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the problems in the rational utilization and conservation of the resources of the 
biosphere and in the improvement of the human environment; [and] that 
UNESCO, in consultation with the other organizations of the United Nations 
system and the non-governmental organizations concerned, initiate the 
necessary measures […] to review the existing situation and to make proposals 
to Member States with a view to the launching of a long-term programme in 
1971-72 […]” UNESCO (1970), pp.232-233. 
 
It is interesting to note that Recommendation 20 places emphasis on the natural 
sciences, and the need for government support towards networking scientists. There is 
little reference here to the interdisciplinarity that would be emphasized in later 
documents, and the recommendation goes so far as to suggest that the programme 
“concentrate on the scientific, technical and educational aspects”. Rather than stressing 
the need for interdisciplinarity, emphasis is placed on the essential need for 
intergovernmental intervention in order to allow information to flow for the 
advancement of knowledge, as in the statement: “networks of scientists have developed 
widely and cannot make further progress without governmental and intergovernmental 
support”. The recommendation seeks primarily to justify the establishment of an 
intergovernmental programme, rather than to stake out the focus of its work in detail. 
At the same time, the text makes clear that the key undertaking for which support is 
called for is the formation and maintenance of networks, rather than - for example - a 
pre-defined scientific project or objective. It can be argued that already at this very early 
stage, the facilitation and maintenance of communication were foreseen to be among 
MAB’s paramount tasks. By providing assistance to international networks of scientists, 
the proposed programme would allow further progress towards an overall goal of 
improving understanding of humankind’s interaction with the biosphere.  
 
The intergovernmental programme referred to in Recommendation 20 took another 
key step towards formal establishment at UNESCO’s 15th biennial General Conference 
held in 1968, which in its Resolution on the “Future Programme” of the organization 
formally called for the establishment of an international programme to promote global 
ecological research across political boundaries. This resolution marked the formal birth 
of the MAB programme, and included the following text: 
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“[…] Deeply conscious of the fact that in both the advanced and the 
developing countries man’s harmonious relationship with his environment is 
seriously threatened, particularly in cases where industrialization and 
urbanization are carried out on a nonscientific basis; […] considering that the 
concept of ‘environment’, sometimes tied to a biological context and sometimes 
to a social, psychological, spatial or aesthetic context, remains open to varying 
interpretations, and that one of UNESCO’s prime objectives should therefore 
be to define its content; […] believing also that research into this subject should 
be carried on concurrently within different branches of the social and 
humanistic sciences as well as the natural sciences, and should take account of 
work already begun, recommends the Director-General to arrange for the inter-
disciplinary co-ordination of a programme of activities on ‘Man and his 
environment’ and to make such activities one of the major themes of 
UNESCO’s Future Programmes […]” UNESCO (1969), pp. 99-100. 
 
At the UNESCO’s 16th General Conference in 1970, the Man and the Biosphere 
Programme was formally established in response to the resolution passed at its previous 
session in 1968. The formal resolution passed by the General Conference read as 
follows: 
“The General Conference, considering that there is a pressing need for bold 
international action concerning the scientific aspects of the rational use and 
conservation of the natural resources of the biosphere and the improvement of 
the global relationship between man and his environment, Stressing the place 
which these problems should hold in education and culture […] Decides to 
launch a long-term intergovernmental and interdisciplinary programme on Man 
and the Biosphere, focusing on the general study of the structure and 
functioning of the biosphere and its ecological regions, on the systematic 
observation of the changes brought about by man in the biosphere and its 
resources, on the study of the over-all effects of these changes upon the human 
species itself, and on the education and information to be provided on these 
subjects ; […] Establishes, in accordance with the statutes annexed to the 
present resolution, an International Co-ordinating Council responsible, within 
Unesco’s fields of competence, for planning this programme, defining its 
priorities, supervising its execution and making any necessary proposals for co-
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ordinating this programme with those conducted by all the international 
organizations concerned […]” UNESCO (1971), pp. 35-38. 
 
The first session of the International Coordinating Council (ICC) was held in 
November 1971, with Michel Batisse – among the principal originators of the MAB 
programme and the concept of the biosphere reserve - serving as Secretary. In its 
confirmation of its scope and objectives, the Council reaffirmed that the MAB was to 
be an “interdisciplinary programme of research which emphasizes an ecological 
approach to the study of interrelationships between man and the environment”. The 
ICC also noted that MAB was to focus only on “subjects of global or major regional 
significance rather than problems of local importance […] being intergovernmental 
[MAB] will concentrate on activities where governmental intervention or support is a 
condition for success”. UNESCO (1972), p. 7. 
 
As briefly referred to above, it is noteworthy that throughout the early MAB 
programme documents consistent references are made to both the centrality of an 
“ecological (natural science-based) approach”, as well as to the necessity of adopting an 
interdisciplinary approach for the programme to be effective. This apparent dichotomy 
can in part be attributed to the age in which the programme was initially launched. An 
essentially science-based undertaking, MAB’s primary constituency was seen to be 
networks of (ecological) scientists – explicitly referred to as such in the resolutions cited 
above. While recognizing that interdisciplinarity would be required in order to 
adequately address humankind’s impact on the biosphere, a basic approach was chosen 
with which the authors of the programme – primarily ecologists – were familiar and 
comfortable: an “ecological approach”. Referring to the relationship between 
humankind and the biosphere, the resolution establishing the MAB programme 
referred to the ‘place these problems should hold in education and culture”, perhaps 
indicating that, from the point of view of the authors, other fields of research beyond 
the ecological sciences themselves had yet to fully recognize the significance of the 
relationship. 
 
It is also interesting to note that the first ICC requests MAB to focus on subjects of 
global or major regional significance rather than problems of local importance. As an 
intergovernmental programme, this would appear logical – directing MAB to focus on 
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areas where intergovernmental cooperation and exchange is able to add value. At the 
same time, the statement would appear to contrast somewhat with the focus on local 
issues applied in the implementation of the programme’s future biosphere reserves. 
This contradiction is indicative of an inherent tension within MAB, which relies at a 
fundamental level not solely on interpretation and action at the level of the member 
state but also at the level of the individual site – in this case, at the programme’s 669 
biosphere reserves – as well as on the inputs of individual experts from the research 
communities of its contributors. Changes over time in the nature of this relationship 
will be examined in further detail below. 
 
The first session of the ICC makes reference to the role of MAB in making scientific 
information available to facilitate solutions to broader environment-related problems in 
society.  The report notes that - while no “sunset clause” or predetermined closing date 
for MAB was set - it was expected that “the main objectives of a number of projects” 
could be reached in less than 10 years10. A clear general objective for the programme 
was also set out, as follows:  
“to develop the basis within the natural and social sciences for the rational use 
and conservation of the resources of the biosphere and for the improvement of 
the global relationship between man and the environment, to predict the 
consequences of today’s actions on tomorrow’s world and thereby to increase 
man’s ability to manage efficiently the natural resources of the biosphere.” 
UNESCO (1972), p. 7. 
 
In this quote, the natural and social sciences receive an equal mention, clearly indicating 
the intention of carrying forward MAB as an interdisciplinary programme. A key role of 
the First Session was to select and confirm a number of research projects that would 
contribute towards this overall objective. To this end, a set of selection criteria were 
                                                 
10 The issue of sunset clauses has been raised on several occasions in meetings of UNESCO’s governing 
bodies. Many new initiatives within the organization are launched without predetermined end date, 
leading to a gradual proliferation of programmes and – according to proponents of stricter sunset clauses 
– a resulting gradual dilution of the original scientific mandate of the organization. The many 
intergovernmental programmes under UNESCO auspices – of which MAB is one – are examples of 
programmes of indeterminate duration: these include (among others) the International Hydrological 
Programme, the Management of Social Transformation programme, and the International Geosciences 
and Geoparks programme. 
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identified through which to select research projects. Notably, interdisciplinarity was 
listed as a key criterion for the selection of MAB projects.  
 
The session gives primacy to the ecosystem as the principal unit of study and focus for 
the programme – a precursor of the “ecosystem approach” advocated by the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) many years later. As with the early emphasis 
of the Biosphere Conference on sustainability, this represents another indication of the 
innovative nature of MAB’s early years.  
 
A key role envisioned for MAB was the study ecosystems across a gradient from 
“natural” ecosystems to ecosystems shaped by a high degree of human intervention. 
The session noted that “the protection of representative samples of natural systems in 
the major ecological regions of the world will serve not only as a basis for world-wide 
networks of national parks, biological reserves and other protected areas. It will 
facilitate research into the functioning of the undisturbed biosphere and thereby 
provide a baseline, against which the stability and performance of modified and 
managed systems can be checked and compared.” UNESCO (1972), p. 11. 
 
Here, the logic of MAB as a global programme – a product of the United Nations 
philosophy - is stressed. The value of MAB was envisioned as a global value – within 
which interdisciplinary research would be facilitated by a network of sites (what was to 
become the biosphere reserves) that would constitute a global representative sample of 
natural and modified ecosystems against which changes in the biosphere – be they 
related to biodiversity, climate, agricultural output or other issues – could be monitored. 
The countries and sites participating in the programme would of course hold value in 
themselves, however MAB’s contribution and significance would only be fully realized 
on the global scale.  In this understanding of MAB’s value generation, local research 
activities – and eventually, biosphere reserves as the sites of such research – would 
contribute towards a globally-defined programme the full potential of which would 
only be fully realized once collated and considered at the global level.  
 
From this reading of MAB’s founding documents, it is evident that it is the flow of 
research-related information between participating organizations and individuals that 
determines the added value of the MAB programme. Each member state could in 
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principle be considered capable - unassisted by UNESCO - of conducting the research 
activities advocated by MAB according to its particular capacities, interests and 
priorities at the national level. However, the value of this research is increased when it 
becomes possible to link – and integrate – this with research undertakings in other 
locations connected globally through the mechanism of MAB. In this way, even before 
the biosphere reserves were conceptualized and a formal global network was 
established, MAB’s added value is clearly and unequivocally associated with its ability to 
convey information – to facilitate communication - between the participating 
organizations and member states. 
 
 
4.2 Organization and governance 
 
The 1970 UNESCO General Conference resolution called for the establishment of 
MAB National Committees to serve as the principal national counterpart unit of the 
programme. While the resolution itself did not specify in detail how countries should 
go about establishing such bodies, detailed advice was provided shortly thereafter at the 
first session of the ICC. The ICC recommended that – while the establishment of MAB 
National Committees would be a matter for each member state to consider – some 
general principles be considered by member states wishing to engage with the 
programme. These included the suggestions that national committees be “truly 
interdisciplinary”, that they be used to ensure the active participation of the country; 
that they include representation both from academia and relevant government 
departments (including agriculture, health and meteorology as a means of generating 
liaisons with other UN entities such as FAO, WHO and the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO)); that they liaise with other national scientific committees;  and 
that they communicate the contents of their programme to their national government. 
The Council took note that “The success of his international Programme will be greatly 
dependent on the efficiency, authority, composition and competence of National 
Committees” UNESCO (1972), p.28. 
 
With the formation of MAB National Committees according to the above principles, 
the MAB programme had been fitted with a national counterpart structure fully in line 
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with its nature as a United Nations intergovernmental programme. However, it is 
noteworthy that the guiding principles – which were to be further refined and added 
upon later in the programme’s history – did not specify or suggest how the Committees 
should communicate, either within member states or to the outside world.  
 
When considering the request for member states to set up MAB National Committees, 
it should be noted that – as referred to above - all UNESCO member states must by 
definition establish UNESCO National Commissions, which serve as the national 
counterpart body for all UNESCO activities within a given member state. With the 
establishment of a specific committee for MAB, each member state would need to 
consider how this body should be composed and governed, and as well as what its 
relationship with the National Commission should be. 
 
In addition to its decisions on the basic organizational principles of the MAB 
programme, the first session of the ICC also proposed a series of 13 research projects 
for the nascent MAB programme to undertake, taking its cue from the discussions of 
the 1968 Biosphere Conference. The programmes were: 
1. “Ecological effects of increasing human activities on tropical and subtropical 
forest ecosystems 
2. Ecological effects of different land uses and management practices on 
temperate and Mediterranean forest landscapes 
3. Impacts of human activities and land use practices on grazing lands: savanna, 
grassland (from temperate to arid areas), tundra  
4. Impacts of human activities on the dynamics of arid and semi-arid zones’ 
ecosystems, with particular attention to the effects of irrigation 
5. Ecological effects of human activities on the value and resources of lakes, 
marshes, rivers, deltas, estuaries and coastal zones 
6. Impacts of human activities on mountain ecosystems 
7. Ecology and rational use of island ecosystems 
8. Conservation of natural areas and the genetic material they contain 
9. Ecological assessment of pest management and fertilizer use on terrestrial and 
aquatic ecosystems 
10. Effects on man and his environment of major engineering works 
11. Ecological aspects of energy utilization in urban and industrial systems 
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12. Interactions between environmental transformations and genetic and 
demographic changes 
13. Perception of environmental quality.” UNESCO (1972), pp.13-25 
 
Of the 13 projects11, project number 8 was to prove to have the most far-reaching 
impacts on the future shape of the programme.  Comprising two sub-projects; a) 
Coordinated world-wide network of protected areas, and b) Conservation of animals and plants, 
including micro-organisms, this project gave birth to the concept of the Biosphere Reserve.  
 
Project number 8 aimed to address what was felt to be an ad-hoc approach to protected 
area identification, development and management. It was felt that while the 
accomplishments of individual protected areas were clearly acknowledged at national 
level, no globally coordinated network of sites was in place to ensure that the areas 
under protection jointly constituted an adequate representation of world’s biodiversity 
and genetic resources. UNESCO, acting in accordance with its global mandate, was 
seen as ideally placed to coordinate a programme that would have the attainment of 
representativeness as its main goal. UNESCO’s global mandate would add distinct 
value to national efforts by enabling, encouraging and facilitating international 
networking and cooperation.  
 
As a whole, the project’s part a) also called for an inventory of existing conservation 
efforts, assistance to member states for the maintenance of national networks of 
protected areas, promotion of management standards for protected areas, support for 
scientific activities, and mobilization of international concern for existing protected 
areas “through their designation as biosphere reserves”. 
 
Interestingly, the project outline lists as one of six “possible fields of action” the 
“location of ecosystems little affected by man, of centres of diversity, and of areas 
where the wild progenitors of domestic species and existing, but endangered, 
domesticated species and varieties are still to be found; provision of adequate 
protection and management of these areas” UNESCO (1972), p.20. Considering the 
                                                 
11 A 14th project – “Research on environmental pollution and its effect on the biosphere” – was added to 
the list in 1974. 
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programme’s later clear focus on the interactions between human activity and 
biodiversity, the clear focus in the original documents on areas “little affected by man” 
is perhaps somewhat surprising – and may provide an indication of why many early 
biosphere reserves designations were designated in exactly such areas. The shift in 
focus from a network of sites that specifically encouraged the inclusion of areas with 
little or no human interaction towards one focused primarily on the coexistence of 
conservation objectives and local development is one of the most fundamental shifts in 
MAB’s core messages. 
 
By the 2nd Session of the ICC in April 1973, 50 countries had established National 
Committees, efforts were ongoing in a number of countries towards developing 
activities under the 13 research projects, and “competition between member states for 
places on the ICC” was being observed (UNESCO (1973), p.5). In his opening 
remarks, the Secretary of the ICC, Mr. Francesco di Castri, noted that the development 
of “more rapid and substantial means of information dissemination” (UNESCO (1973), 
p.6) was an urgent requirement – marking an early reference to the importance of 
communication within the MAB programme, and the flagging of emerging deficiencies 
in this regard.  
 
With regard to the National Committees themselves, the 2nd Session noted that more 
work was required to ensure geographical representation of the committees, given the 
domination of European countries on the list of established committees, as well as in 
securing appropriate interdisciplinarity and inclusion of both non-government (in 
particular scientific/academic) and government technical personnel. Committees that 
were interdisciplinary and were composed of representatives of different sectors and 
types of organization were considered to be better equipped to liaise with partners and 
counterparts from other programmes and sectors. UNESCO (1973), pp. 7-8.  
 
It is interesting to note the ICC’s expressing concern over the Committees’ reach and 
communication efforts at such an early point in the programme’s history. The concern 
indicates that, even at this stage of MAB’s history, the programme’s founders were 
aware of the potential problems they would face with regard to the flow of information 
between the programme’s main actors at the national and international levels, as well as 
aware of the importance of communication as a core activity of the programme. 
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The ICC clearly recognized that establishing and maintaining well-functioning 
committees would not be easy for all countries, in particular considering MAB’s very 
young age and the limited amount of existing information on the basis of which to 
engage with the programme. The 2nd session noted that distribution of documents by 
mail would be pursued, however, that face-to-face visits members of the UNESCO 
Secretariat and other specialist consultants to assist member countries in setting up 
Committees would be required (UNESCO (1973), p. 12). The Council further 
suggested that in member states where the establishment of a Committee in the near 
future seemed unlikely, a “scientific correspondent” could serve as the principal focal 
point for the exchange of “scientific information” between the MAB secretariat and the 
member state. Again, it is interesting to note the emphasis given here to scientific 
information, and the expectation that such information – as opposed to, for example, 
diplomatic, political, organizational or other technical information - would be the most 
likely type of information to flow between the member states and secretariat. 
 
The 2nd Session outlined a number of communication-related tasks for the nascent 
committees to engage with. These included maintaining liaisons with other UNESCO 
and UN-related scientific committees, as well as developing international exchange and 
cooperation between committees in different countries through such activities as 
committee-to-committee experts’ visits, evaluations, project development, and 
fundraising. The confidence placed in the committees by the ICC was perhaps quite 
justified – the report of the 2nd Session notes that a number of countries had already 
appointed full-time secretaries to their MAB Committees. 
 
 
4.3 Emergence of the biosphere reserve 
 
With the MAB National Committees in place and a rapidly growing number of 
countries participating in the programme, work continued during 1973 and 1974 on 
developing activities under the 14 research projects. Among the projects, increasing 
attention was gradually given to project 8, which – primarily due to its objective of 
establishing a global network of protected areas to support internationally linked 
61 
 
ecological research and monitoring – began to be seen as having a bearing on all other 
activities of the programme. In September 1973, an Experts Panel was convened in 
Switzerland by UNESCO, in cooperation with IUCN and FAO, to consider the 
development of project 8. The Panel’s report reveals how the idea of the biosphere 
reserve during this period evolved into a defining feature of the MAB programme, even 
before the first reserve had been identified. 
 
Above all, biosphere reserves were envisioned as representative samples of the world’s 
biomes. The primary objective of the establishment of the world network was to ensure 
that adequate examples of all important and representative biomes and ecosystems were 
protected (UNESCO (1973), p.5). The Experts Panel recommended that countries 
possessing such “representative biome subdivisions” not yet under protection should 
ensure protected area status for these areas. The biosphere reserves thus identified and 
created would serve as “a standard against which to judge the result of human use of 
modification elsewhere in that biome”. To complement this type of biosphere reserve, 
it was envisioned that environments that had undergone substantial modification by 
human activity would also be included among areas identified for biosphere reserve 
status. 
  
It was hoped that this approach – by which the areas under protection would be 
identified on the basis of their representativeness of a given biome rather than by other 
criteria (such particularly outstanding biodiversity or the presence of flagship species) 
would yield protection for plants and animals about which knowledge was still 
considered limited. In other words, biosphere reserves would secure in-situ 
conservation of genetic resources; known and unknown, as well as a baseline against 
which to assess human impact on the global environment. (UNESCO (1973) pp. 20-
22). At the same time, this approach allowed biosphere reserves to fill significant gaps 
in the protection of important biodiversity that – due to the lack of a systematic 
approach, attractive flagship species or visitor appeal – had yet to be formally protected. 
Furthermore, given that the world’s protected areas in the early 1970s was heavily 
dominated by wealthier, developed countries, biosphere reserves offered an 
opportunity to ensure a better distribution of protected biodiversity across the globe 
(Batisse (1982), p. 109).  This approach stands in contrast to the World Heritage 
Convention of 1972, which emphasized known and justified “outstanding universal 
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value” as the defining characteristic of sites to be recognised on the Convention’s 
World Heritage list – an early indication of complementarity between two major 
UNESCCO site-based programmes.  
 
The Panel’s report also contains the first direct references to what was to become the 
characteristic biosphere reserve zonation system, noting that the value of the biosphere 
reserve “can be further enhanced if they can be surrounded by areas in which the 
natural ecosystems are managed as a resource” (UNESCO (1973), p.22). The report 
goes on to establish that “Reserves are unlikely to continue to serve their designated 
purpose unless some degree of planning and control of land and resource use outside 
their boundaries can be accomplished.” (UNESCO (1973), p. 22). Both of these 
statements highlight that – from the outset of the concept’s development - the role of 
the biosphere reserve was inextricably linked to the management of the surrounding 
areas. The difference between this discussion and the current interpretation of the 
biosphere reserve is that today’s biosphere reserves include the surrounding areas in the 
reserve itself in the form of a transitional area encompassing the Biosphere Reserve’s 
core and buffer zones. This formal integration of the surrounding areas was not yet full 
envisioned in 1974. 
 
The Experts Panel also established the notion that the size of a biosphere reserve must 
be sufficient to offer adequate protection for the conservation values for which it has 
been established. It made reference to the possible establishment of corridors between 
smaller reserves as a solution in areas where large biosphere reserves were not an 
option. Both of these recommendations were to emerge in more formal form with the 
Statutory Framework for Biosphere Reserves published as an outcome of the 1995 
Seville Congress (see below). Furthermore, the recommendations were in a sense 
visionary – referring to concepts that would only later become part of the global 
mainstream conservation discourse. 
 
The Panel made a series of wide-ranging recommendations on other aspects of the 
project’s activities, and – significantly – recommended that a Task Force be established 
in order to ‘prepare criteria and guidelines for the selection and establishment of 
biosphere reserve[s]’ (UNESCO (1974), p.9. The Task Force met in May 1974 with the 
goal of determining the objectives, definitions and criteria for the selection of biosphere 
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reserves, to develop a wider-reaching plan for definition and classification of 
“representative ecosystems”, and to assist countries to determine priorities for their 
protection – and to seek the establishment of the world’s first Biosphere Reserves by 
1975.  
 
The Task Force contributed a definition of biosphere reserves as “an approach to 
maintaining the integrity of biological support systems for man and nature throughout 
the whole biosphere”. The primary objectives of the biosphere reserve were defined as: 
1. to conserve for present and future use the diversity and integrity of biotic 
communities of plants and animals within natural ecosystems, and to safeguard 
the genetic diversity of species on which their continuing evolution depends.  
2. to provide areas for ecological and environmental research including, 
particularly, baseline studies, both within and adjacent to such reserves, such 
research to be consistent with objective (1) above. 
3. to provide facilities for education and training. UNESCO (1974), pp.11-12 
 
The concept of the “three functions of the biosphere reserve”, which was later to 
become a staple of the programme, is seen here in its first iteration – the three 
paragraphs above can be summarized according to the three key words describing these 
functions: conservation, research, education/training (logistic support).  
 
 
4.4 The first biosphere reserves 
 
By the 4th session of the ICC held in Paris in November 1975, a number of countries 
had announced firm plans to establish biosphere reserves, leading the ICC to suggest 
that a list of proposed sites be circulated to all countries for verification. The ICC also 
established a formal procedure through which biosphere reserves were to be proposed. 
Countries were invited to complete a simple form containing basic information about 
the proposed reserve to be examined by the MAB Bureau. Compared with the 
biosphere reserve nomination form to be introduced later in the programme’s history, 
the form was remarkably simple – in essence, a one-page checklist with sixteen 
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parameters to be supplied12. If the Bureau found a proposed site worthy of biosphere 
reserve status, the proposing member country would receive a certificate signed by the 
Director-General indicating that the site would henceforth be considered “part of the 
biosphere reserve network”. UNESCO (1976), p. 20 and p. 45.  
 
In the spring of 1976, the MAB Bureau met, examined the forms received, and 
approved the world’s first 57 biosphere reserves distributed across nine countries:  Iran, 
Norway, Poland, Thailand, United Kingdom, United States, Uruguay, Yugoslavia and 
Zaire. It should be noted that these sites represented just a fraction of the sites 
provisionally suggested by MAB member countries as potential sites. At the Bureau 
meeting held in June the following year, a further 61 biosphere reserves were added to 
the list representing an additional 18 countries. This brought the total number of 
biosphere reserves to 118, and the Bureau was in 1977 able to confirm that most of the 
world’s important biomes were now represented on the list.  
 
In a 1980 article published in the journal Environmental Conservation under the title “The 
Relevance of MAB”, Michel Batisse anchored his assessment of this relevance in 
MAB’s ability to convene networked research pilot projects across regions, where 
possible with a basis in the “biosphere unit”. An example was provided in the 
“International Network of MAB projects in the Humid Tropics”, which served to 
facilitate collaboration at three levels – between tropical countries within one region, 
between different tropical regions, and between tropical and temperate regions. In 
defining MAB’s relevance, Batisse placed particular emphasis on the role of MAB as a 
facilitating flows of science-based information. He notes that MAB seeks to: 
“[…] develop systematically the dissemination of knowledge and of available 
experience through diversification and reinforcement of the information-flows 
between countries having similar ecological conditions—an effort that has 
seldom been attempted before. At the same time, it endeavours to produce 
research results in a form that is helpful to decision-making—particularly by 
involving planners and resources managers in the overall orientation of MAB as 
                                                 
12 Name, Geographical location, Altitude, Area, Legal protection, Land tenure, Physical features, 
Vegetation, Noteworthy fauna, Zoning, Modification by man, Scientific research potential, Principal 
reference material, Staff, Budget and Address. 
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an intergovernmental programme, as well as in the formulation of field research 
projects and in the discussion of their results.” Batisse (1980), p. 183 
 
In addition to this objective, Batisse notes that MAB is “geared towards the 
applicability of the knowledge acquired to the realities of environmental management” 
(Batisse (1980), p. 184). MAB’s relevance is thus defined quite firmly in its role as a 
facilitator of information flows within and between regions and scientific disciplines – 
as well as between the research and natural resource management communities.  
 
In a follow-up to this article published in the same journal, Batisse in 1982 – in the 
lead-up to the first MAB Congress held in Minsk the following year (see below) - laid 
out the biosphere reserve concept in detail. Entitled “The Biosphere Reserve: A Tool 
for Environmental Conservation and Management”, the article contained what has 
been commonly referred to as the “fried egg” sketch of the Biosphere Reserve, 
illustrating the basic concept of the core, buffer and transitional zones/areas as 
concentric circles, each zone nestled within the next – supplemented by a second 
sketch containing multiple core areas within a surrounding buffer zone.  
 
 
Figure 2: Classic biosphere reserve zonation model, as presented on the Netherlands UNESCO 
National Commission website13  
 
                                                 
13 https://www.unesco.nl/en/node/2683. Accessed 20 November 2016  
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In addition to this explicit introduction of the zonation scheme, Batisse made a number 
of significant statements on the role of the Biosphere Reserve in relation to other 
conservation area concepts and global networks.  
 
“The approach taken for the entire MAB Programme is to associate the 
populations concerned as fully as possible with the formulation and 
implementation of research projects. It is even more important to take this 
approach when establishing and managing a protected area, which imposes 
changes and restrictions on the use of land. 
 
Many conservation areas — including the prestigious national parks in Third 
World countries — are threatened today by the pressure of expanding local 
populations who do not understand the significance of these areas, who have 
not been consulted about their delineation or management, who have been 
submitted to severe disruption of their traditional ways of life, who need more 
and more land for grazing or hunting, and who receive almost no returns from 
the massive tourist industry which ignores their concerns and at the same time 
can even spoil the protected lands (Lusigi, 1981). The biosphere reserve 
constitutes a technique, among others, to reverse this very dangerous trend.” 
Batisse (1982), p. 107.  
 
In extension hereof, Batisse further saw a role for Biosphere Reserves to “play an 
increasing role in the maintenance and transfer of indigenous technologies for land and 
water resources uses, thus helping to preserve cultural diversity in a world oriented 
towards uniformity.” (Batisse (1982), p. 109). The particular attention given to the value 
of the biosphere reserve as a planning and management tool through which local 
populations would be able to take leadership in conservation and sustainable use of 
natural resources marks an early divergence from the more distinct focus on ecological 
research dominating the programme until then, as well as an early indication of the 
programme’s future direction. 
 
Along with the increased focus on management, some explicitly stated features of the 
early MAB programme - such as the potential of biosphere reserves to serve as 
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“benchmarks to evaluate changes in the environment, and [..] used for continuous 
monitoring of physical or biological processes” were now referred to as having been 
too ambitious, even if some potential for the network to contribute to integrated 
monitoring of the environment were still acknowledged (Batisse (1982), p. 106-107).  
Finally, Batisse reaffirms the conservation function as the “primary function” of the 
biosphere reserve, however stresses that emphasis must be placed on ecosystems that 
do not receive adequate protection through other mechanisms – and that biosphere 
reserves should represent a “scientific approach” to conservation, however without 
detailing what such an approach might entail.  
 
 
4.5 The Minsk Congress 
 
Held in Minsk in 1983, the First International Biosphere Reserve Congress was the first 
global MAB event focused exclusively on the growing network of biosphere reserves 
rather than on the MAB programme as a whole. The Minsk Congress was to be 
followed by Seville (1995), Madrid (2008) and Lima (2016), all devoted to the biosphere 
reserve and the growing global network. The dedication of a congress to the biosphere 
reserve served as a firm indication of the rapidly growing significance of the biosphere 
reserve network within the wider MAB programme. It is also worthwhile to note that 
the Minsk conference was convened jointly by UNESCO and UNEP in collaboration 
with FAO and IUCN (on the invitation of the USSR)14. Continuing a practice 
established with the first MAB discussions more than a decade earlier, the MAB 
programme continued to be perceived as an interagency programme, with UNESCO 
sharing hosting responsibilities with sister agencies. Discussions in Minsk were centred 
on three workshops addressing, respectively:  
1. The biogeographic coverage of biosphere reserves, the criteria and guidelines 
for their selection and management, and their relation to other categories of 
protected areas.  
                                                 
14 In 2000, Michel Batisse was to note that the choice of venue for the conference – which was held at a 
period of high international tension – was made in order to allow for financing from UNEP only 
available for expenditures within the Soviet Union – to be utilized. (UNESCO (2001), p. 12) 
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2. Science and monitoring in biosphere reserves, dealing with management of key 
species and communities in nature, with ecological research, modelling, and 
forecasting, and with global and regional monitoring.  
3. The social, cultural, and economic, functions of biosphere reserves as 
representative ecological areas, and dealt with regional planning for social and 
economic development, local participation in management of Biosphere 
Reserves, and environmental education and training (Batisse (1984), p.84). 
 
The Minsk Conference produced an Action Plan covering the period 1985-1989, which 
– after further elaboration by an interagency Ecosystem Conservation Group set up by the 
secretariats of FAO, UNEP, UNESCO, and IUCN (once again reflecting the 
interagency nature of MAB at the time) - was subsequently adopted by the ICC at its 
8th session in 1984.  
 
The Action Plan firmly places the biosphere reserves as the core unit for 
implementation of the wider MAB programme, and sets out clear priorities for the 
network. In addition to the focus placed on the emerging global network – now 
comprising 243 reserves in 65 countries and formally recognized as the “geographic 
focus for implementing the MAB programme” – the Action Plan also places 
communication at the centre of the programme’s work, noting that research undertaken 
in the context of MAB is “designed to provide the information needed to solve 
practical problems of resource management” (UNESCO (1985), p.2).  
 
In this regard, it is however important to note that the Minsk Action Plan calls for 
action only by governments and international organizations: there are no dedicated 
actions for the biosphere reserves themselves to follow. The Action Plan can in this 
sense be seen as a transitional document. While it affirms the central position of the 
biosphere reserve as the mechanism – the geographical focus - through which the MAB 
programme will be delivered, the document itself is addressed solely to the level of the 
national authorities and their engagement in international cooperation. No attempt is 
made to engage the individual biosphere reserves and their management authorities as 
fully-fledged stakeholders. While not explicitly stated in the Action Plan, it is possible to 
infer that relations with the individual biosphere reserves in each participating country 
was considered a matter for the national authorities to handle – not something for the 
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international MAB programme to be directly concerned with. Starting with the Madrid 
Action Plan in 2008, actions would be addressed also to the level of the individual 
biosphere reserve. While this decision clearly allows for a fuller and more direct 
engagement by the biosphere reserves in MAB’s international networking and related 
activities, it served to make the Secretariat’s communication-related duties many times 
bigger, at the same time amplifying the tension between the programme’s governance – 
residing at the national level – and the increasing weight of its global network of sites 
focused on local implementation of the biosphere reserve concept. 
 
The Minsk Action Plan sets out “minimum set of activities which should be 
implemented in each biosphere reserve and for which international organizations 
should provide support”. These activities included “baseline inventories of flora and 
fauna and their uses; monitoring; preparation of a history of research; establishment of 
research facilities and programmes; training and education programme; and a 
management plan which addresses BR functions” (Batisse (1985), p. 21). This clear 
reference to the three functions of the BR - represented by science, education and 
management - is significant, pointing the way towards a more thorough application of 
this principle. The Action Plan also sets out a series of nine criteria for biosphere 
reserves, determining basic sets of qualities required of all recognized sites. The second 
criteria notes that biosphere reserves are “united to form a global network which 
facilitates the sharing of information” (UNESCO (1985), p.3). Once again, the sharing 
of information is determined as a key function of the network.  
 
Significantly, the Action Plan refers specifically to a unique biosphere reserve zonation 
system incorporating core areas (centres of endemism, genetic richness or scientific 
interest) and buffer zones (areas suitable for experimental manipulation, traditional land 
use patterns and modified/degraded ecosystems suitable for restoration).  Reference is 
also made to the possibility of including in the buffer zone “a large, undelineated “area 
of cooperation” or “zone of influence””, to be included in the management of the site 
(UNESCO (1985), p.6). This notion would eventually evolve into the transitional area, 
soon to be considered an obligatory element in the biosphere reserve.  
 
The central role of human populations in the biosphere reserve concept was reaffirmed 
with the inclusion of the phrase “people are to be considered part of biosphere 
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reserves”. The Action Plan’s specific references to indigenous peoples and traditional 
land-use systems are significant. Biosphere reserves - by contributing to the 
conservation of local and indigenous land use practices - might be uniquely placed to 
illustrate the “harmonious relationship between indigenous populations and the 
environment” as well as “provide information of immense value in improving the 
productivity and sustainability of modern land use and management” and “foster pride 
among local population of their traditions”. In this way, biosphere reserves would link 
traditional/indigenous knowledge with scientific knowledge through “judicious use” 
(UNESCO (1985), p.5). The definition of the biosphere reserve as including people and 
their livelihoods also marks a departure from the programme’s early discussions on 
including “ecosystems little affected by man” in the network. It is significant that the 
transition towards a people-centred definition of the biosphere reserve took place as a 
gradual process. With the publication of the programme’s first “rulebook” – the 
Statutory Framework – still more than a decade into the future, no firm guidance on 
what constituted an appropriate biosphere reserve was available during the 
programme’s first decade. This may have contributed to the fact that many of the early 
biosphere reserves were added to the network in the form of pre-existing protected 
areas – such as national parks or wildlife reserves – without conforming to the qualities 
that were gradually being refined and developed by the ICC and associated forums. As 
such, many early biosphere reserves were already behind the conceptual development 
of the programme by the time of the Minsk Congress. The divergence between what 
constitutes an ideal biosphere and the reality as implemented on the ground has been a 
challenge to the programme throughout its lifetime. While the publication in 1995 
Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework made considerable progress in addressing this 
issue in the context of new biosphere reserve nomination, the retroactive imposition of 
specific criteria has only been discussed in earnest in the context of the “MAB Exit 
Strategy” in the lead-up to the 2016 Lima Congress. 
 
These criteria explain an essential tenet of the idea of the biosphere reserve: that 
conservation areas alone are not enough to protect “genetic resources” – rather, an 
open system is required in which undisturbed systems are surrounded by areas of 
sympathetic and compatible use is required. This is the biosphere reserve in its essence, 
a definition that has stood to the present day: less of a reserve and more of an 
71 
 
ecologically representative landscape in which land use is regulated yet representative of 
a range of uses and management arrangements.  
 
The appropriateness of the term “reserve” has often been discussed in the context of 
the biosphere reserve, in particular in recent years. The notion of a reserve – i.e. 
something that is set aside or otherwise reserved for the future – would appear to be at 
odds with the basic role and function of the biosphere reserve, as it had come to be 
understood by the early 1980s. In regions such as the small island Pacific, the term has 
caused some concern by seeming to imply that areas inscribed as biosphere reserves 
would be made inaccessible to the communities that serve as custodians of the land on 
which they are established. While a change of name, perhaps to “biosphere area” (such 
as applied on the zonation scheme model reproduced from the Dutch UNESCO 
National Commission website above) would help address such connotations and has 
often been discussed in the context of the ICC, a formal name change has yet to gather 
the necessary support among the MAB community. 
 
The Minsk Action Plan refers to four biosphere reserve functions, summarized as 
conservation, research and monitoring, education and training, and cooperation. While the Action 
Plan still places research and monitoring as central tenets of the MAB programme and 
the network, increasing attention is devoted to what the Action Plan places under the 
“cooperation” function. In this regard, the Action Plan also makes several references to 
biosphere reserves as supporting sustainable development. They are “visible examples 
of […] sustainable development in action (UNESCO (1985), p.4), a definition that take 
the biosphere reserve well beyond its research-based foundation and towards its 
modern definition by which conservation, development and “logistic support” are in 
principle equally weighted biosphere reserve functions. Other essential biosphere 
reserve principles reflected in the Minsk Action Plan include the concept of biosphere 
reserve “clusters”, in which associated by non-contiguous areas could be recognized as 
single biosphere reserve units, reflecting the need to ensure conservation under 
changing circumstances.  
 
The final of the Action Plan’s nine objectives is of particular significance. Under the 
long title “Information: to use fully the potential of the network to generate and spread 
knowledge about the conservation and management of the biosphere and to promote 
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the biosphere reserve concept through information and demonstration” (UNESCO 
(1985), pp. 18-19), the objective provides the most detailed and explicit definition of 
MAB’s information-sharing mandate to date. The Plan notes that the “concept of an 
information network, in particular, distinguishes biosphere reserves from other 
protected areas”. Among the associated recommended actions, the request for 
UNESCO to develop a “biosphere reserve information system” stands out as 
particularly important. UNESCO is requested to establish a “decentralized system for 
collection, storage, synthesis, evaluation and dissemination of information associated 
with biosphere reserves”, to define the potential users and beneficiaries of such a 
system, and ensure that the information reaches this constituency (UNESCO (0985), p. 
18). While this recommendation was made a decade before internet access was publicly 
available when the establishment of such a system – accessible on the global scale – 
would have been a considerably more complex undertaking than today – it is worth 
noting that even with the arrival of internet access among the full MAB constituency 
and WNBR, no such “decentralized system” has been established to date.   
 
The Action Plan also led to the establishment of new bodies within the MAB 
Community. As called for in the Action Plan’s second objective (action 6), the 8th 
session of the ICC in 1985 established the MAB General Scientific Advisory Panel, which 
would provide advice on the appropriate development of the programme’s agenda. At 
its 9th session in 1986, the ICC considered that the General Scientific Advisory Panel 
had completed its work, proposing four new research areas – a MAB research agenda 
for the 1990s. The four areas can be summarized as: 
1. Ecosystem functioning under different intensities of human impact 
2. Management and restoration of human-impacted resources 
3. Human investments and resource use 
4. Human response to environmental stress (UNESCO (1987) pp. 12-14).   
 
The Panel also made a series of recommendations with regard to communications 
within the MAB programme. Taking note of the proliferation of agencies working in 
environmental research as well as the increasingly severe financial constraints on the 
programme’s operation, the Panel recommended that MAB focus its efforts on 
“integrated ecological research and training”. The Panel considered UNESCO’s 
financial and human resources as having been stretched critically thin, asking that MAB 
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communications respond to two basic needs: provision of basic descriptive information 
on the programme; and publication of research results. (UNESCO (1986), p.18). It is 
possible to here detect an emerging dichotomy between the ways in which 
communications are considered within MAB. On one hand, there is the interpretation 
of the WNBR as being defined by the flow of information between its members (as 
represented by the Minsk Action Plan), a definition that would appear to be in contrast 
to the Panel’s recommendation only two years later that communication within the 
programme be limited to two quite narrowly defined areas. It is also possible that the 
Panel – having considered the expanding network and broadening engagement by the 
secretariat as being increasingly incompatible with the declining resources available to 
the Secretariat – made this recommendation specifically in the context of the Action 
Plan, in order to ensure the Secretariat’s focus on tasks considered to be of particular 
priority.  
 
4.6 Towards a new governance framework 
 
1986 saw the development of a “MAB Operational Guidelines” document, marking a 
first attempt at compiling in one document “information on the objectives, 
organization and activities of MAB”, on the basis of the recommendations of the 
General Scientific Advisory Panel. Significantly, the guidelines were intended to place 
emphasis on practical ways in which “MAB National Committees and individual 
scientists can participate in the programme”. The guidelines also included a section 
entitled “Improving information flow”, indicating that problems with this flow had by 
1986 become apparent. After noting that a major objective of MAB is to transmit 
scientific information to a wide range of stakeholders – and that this requires different 
types of information products, the guidelines list a long series of MAB publications and 
resources produced during the programme’s first 15 years, before noting: 
“However, all these efforts at the international level are dependent on 
information coming in to MAB from the scientific community and MAB 
National Committees. Information flow can only be sustained if it is a two-way 
process. Information at the international level is also only a small part of the 
large volume of research and meeting reports, newsletters and scientific books 
and papers published by the 110 National MAB Committees and the MAB 
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scientific community at large. For more information in national MAB 
publications, contact the National MAB committee for the country concerned:” 
UNESCO, (1986), pp. 26-27.  
 
While no example is cited and no specific advice is included, the above quote appears 
to call for a more interactive communication flow among the contributors to the MAB 
programme. MAB had by 1986 published a wide range of materials – technical notes, 
research reports, books, journals, catalogues, audio-visuals – and had at the same time 
acknowledged that such publications only captured a fraction of the communications 
taking place between the growing number of contributors to the programme at 
different levels. The final statement in the quotation above is telling in this regard – at 
once acknowledging that publications are being made under the MAB name at the 
national level and at the same time making clear that the MAB Secretariat is not in a 
position to keep track of these. 
 
The 1986 Operational Guidelines also included a diagram of MAB’s organization (see 
below), demonstrating the complexity the programme had accumulated during its first 
15 years of operation. The multi-directional flow between a total of 17 units (six at the 
national level) implies a structure for which considerable resources would be required 
to uphold an efficient communications system, even in the best of circumstances. Note 
also the positioning of the biosphere reserves themselves. Entirely encapsulated in the 
“national contribution” box, the biosphere reserves are only linked with one another 
(presumably within each country). Taken at face value, this positioning of the biosphere 
reserves does not seem to indicate their active participation in a global network. 
Similarly, the National Committee itself is depicted as detached from the national 
contribution to the international MAB Programme, with no clear indication of 
information traveling from the national level to the Committee itself – contributing to 
an overall impression of a somewhat disconnected national and sub-national structure.  
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Figure 3: MAB organizational diagram reproduced from the 1986 Operational Guidelines. UNESCO 
(1986), p.3. 
 
 
The 11th session of the ICC in 1991 engaged in a discussion as to whether MAB - after 
20 years of existence - continued to be the optimal vehicle for UNESCO to address 
environment and natural resource problems. Underlying these considerations was a 
draft resolution presented to the 1989 General Conference proposing that “each 
international programme of UNESCO on the natural and environmental sciences be 
assigned a time span not exceeding ten years.” (UNESCO (1991), p. 6). The report goes 
on to note that “Biosphere reserves are admittedly only the most visible tip of the MAB 
iceberg, but the Council considered it important to draw international attention to that 
tip and to encourage actions that would help surface more of the iceberg.” (UNESCO 
(1991), p. 7). Taken together, these two quotes serve to indicate an increasing pressure 
on the MAB programme to prove its continued relevance as well as to increase its 
visibility. As the only permanent, tangible evidence of the programme’s existence in-
situ, the biosphere reserves were increasingly seen as being crucial for the long-term 
survival of the programme. Taking stock of past accomplishments of MAB, the report 
highlights “the elaboration of the ‘biosphere reserve concept’ and its concrete 
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manifestation in an international network of protected representative sites”, including 
this in a list of only three key achievements (UNESCO (1991), p.7). Shortcomings 
identified included the “relatively few measures to synthesize and communicate 
research results and the relatively low impact of research on policy.” (ibid). Also here, 
the establishment of the WNBR is highlighted as a major achievement of MAB – while 
the relatively weak communications ability of MAB is seen as a key shortcoming.   
 
In extension hereof, the session took note of the advances in modern communication 
technologies “from computer networks to telefax machines, video techniques, satellite 
data transmission, etc.” having occurred in the recent past and expressed – in general 
terms – the wish that MAB could make better use of the opportunities offered in order 
strengthen the flow of communication within the programme through the creation of a 
“MAB information system”. The report noted that the establishment of computer 
communication links between biosphere reserves had already been established in some 
countries  (UNESCO (1991), p.29). 
 
Following a recommendation made by the ICC at its 10th session in 1990, the Advisory 
Committee on Biosphere Reserves was established by UNESCO’s 26th General Conference in 
1991 in recognition of the central role now occupied by the WNBR within MAB. 
Holding its first meeting in 1992, the Committee’s initial recommendations were to 
have a significant and lasting impact on the further development of MAB and the 
WNBR. Echoing concerns increasingly expressed at the meetings of the ICC and 
Bureau over the preceding years, the Committee suggested that the MAB Secretariat 
concentrate and focus its efforts on key tasks, taking note that several the 
recommendations made by the General Scientific Advisory Panel during the 80s had 
never been implemented due to lack of funding. At the same time, the Committee 
included a recommendation “human and financial resources be concentrated and 
reinforced in the immediate future” (UNESCO (1992), p. 27). 
 
The Committee also took note of a MAB evaluation conducted by the Scientific 
Committee on Problems on the Environment (SCOPE) in 1991, which had identified 
the biosphere reserves as the “single most important element of MAB” (UNESCO 
(1992), p.3). 
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The report of the Committee’s first meeting makes an important statement regarding 
the elements that set biosphere reserves apart from other protected areas – a distinction 
that would have been of considerable significance in 1992. With the number of new 
global environmental initiatives and programmes proliferating rapidly in the lead-up to 
and aftermath of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED), the desire to clearly signal the unique features of MAB and its biosphere 
reserves would have been an urgent matter. In seeking to do just that, the Committee 
highlighted two aspects – the integration of the needs of local people with nature conservation; and 
the devising of a logistic tool for testing solutions to complex land-use problems through interdisciplinary 
approaches (UNESCO (1992), p.3).  
 
It is of particular significance that neither of these unique features place central focus 
on ecological research. With the 1992 recommendation of the Advisory Committee, 
MAB and the WNBR had taken its first clear, definite step away from its original core 
philosophy, challenging its original constituency and calling for a significantly more 
interdisciplinary approach to the programme’s future direction.  
 
The Report also defined “three concerns of biosphere reserves”, a new formulation of 
the biosphere reserve’s three functions (which at times – for example in the 1986 
Operational Guidelines - had in fact been listed as four: conservation, 
research/monitoring, education/training and cooperation). With the Advisory 
Committee’s report, the “concerns” were now formally conservation, development and 
logistics – the latter including the integration of the reserves in an international network 
for research and monitoring. The Committee also made a number of observations on 
the legal status, zonation, nomination procedures, monitoring and quality assurance of 
the WNBR. Significantly, it strongly encouraged the development of sub-regional 
networks of biosphere reserves as a way to encourage cooperation between reserves. 
 
However, as concerns the future development of the biosphere reserves, the 
Committee’s advice was clear: as one of two principal recommendations, the 
Committee requested that UNESCO’s resources be concentrated on providing at least a 
minimum information and advisory service, including a newsletter”. (UNESCO (1992), p.26). 
The wording of this recommendation is interesting, in that it implies that the Secretariat 
by 1992 – taking into consideration the prevailing financial constraints and the 
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proliferation of other international environmental programmes, networks and agencies 
– may have faced a challenge in even providing a minimum service, and had to be 
encouraged to do even that.  
 
At its second meeting in 1993, the Committee advised that the WNBR be reinforced 
through the preparation of a statutory framework, as well as by encouraging the 
development of geographically-based sub-networks. While not holding the status of an 
international legal instrument – such as for example the World Heritage Convention – a 
statutory framework would provide WNBR members and interested parties with 
guidance on how to interpret the expectations placed upon them by UNESCO and the 
ICC – as well as a clearer idea of the services the network would be expected to provide 
its members with. These recommendations – along with the proposal for an 
international biosphere reserve conference to follow up the Minsk event - were 
endorsed by the MAB Bureau and were approved by the 28th session of the General 
Conference in 1995. On the same occasion, the Committee once again explicitly 
requested that the WNBR move beyond its early focus on conservation and ecological 
research by drawing attention to the need for “incorporating socio-economic 
considerations in meeting conservation objectives” and by recommending that 
increased attention be placed on socio-economic issues across the MAB programme. 
(UNESCO (1993), p.6). Finally, the Committee revisited the issue of data management 
by biosphere reserves, and requested the establishment of a task force to strengthen 
this practice.  
 
At the 12th session of the ICC in 1993, the Chair of the Advisory Committee took note 
of the most urgent issue now facing the MAB programme. Noting with concern the 
lack of funding available from UNESCO to implement the recommendations of the 
Committee, the Chair: 
 
“[…] highlighted specific recommendations made by the Advisory Committee 
which should nevertheless be addressed immediately. These included: the need 
to improve communications, for example through better distribution of 
information documents to biosphere reserve managers; deploying experts to 
visit biosphere reserves to obtain up-to-date information; and to provide 
guidelines for the minimum legal requirements for each site. One means to 
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advance the implementation of the Committee’s recommendations would be to 
convene an international conference on biosphere reserves.” UNESCO (1993), 
p. 13. 
 
Recognizing the priority placed by the Advisory Committee on strengthening 
communications within the MAB programme – and within the WNBR in particular - 
the ICC confirmed this as the primary issue to addressed by the programme – and the 
organization of a follow-up meeting to the Minsk Congress as a means through which 
to address this.  
 
Within the space of one biennium, the Seville Conference would result in both a strategic 
direction and a statutory framework that would serve as the principal template for the 
MAB programme’s next two decades. In some sense, the Seville Conference marked 
the onset of a period of stability regarding the purpose and direction of the MAB 
programme and the WNBR, stability it could be argued had been lacking during the 
programme’s first two decades.  
 
4.7 The Seville Conference  
 
Two years after the expiration of the Minsk Action Plan, in June 1992, the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development was held Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil. Known informally as the Earth Summit, UNCED and the global focus on 
environmental issues engendered by the event was to have a profound impact on the 
further implementation of the MAB programme and the WNBR.  Held twenty years 
after the first global environment conference held in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1972 – an 
event that was informed by and in turn helped shape the early years of the MAB 
programme – the Earth Summit resulted in a number of international commitments 
and tools intended to “help Governments rethink economic development and find 
ways to halt the destruction of irreplaceable natural resources and pollution of the 
planet”15.  Among its many outcomes, the Summit produced Agenda 21, the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development, the Statement of Forest Principles, the United 
                                                 
15 http://www.un.org/geninfo/bp/enviro.html . Accessed on 22 November 2016. 
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Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and the United Nations Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD). 
 
Particularly significant for MAB were Agenda 21 – a wide-reaching blueprint for global 
sustainable development – and the CBD, the secretariat of which was placed with 
UNEP. Arriving at a time of increasing concern over the ability of the MAB 
programme to adequately support an increasingly complex and rapidly expanding 
WNBR, it could be argued that UNCED provided a welcome set of objectives for 
MAB to align with. Discussions had already begun within MAB some years prior as to 
how the programme could best position itself as providing follow-up to the Conference 
and its outcome. At the same time, however, UNCED resulted in a proliferation of 
global environmental programmes, agreements and agencies competing for attention, 
funds and global recognition. It is conceivable that the momentum of the new 
initiatives arising from UNCED was at the time seen to be eclipsing MAB somewhat. It 
should here also be considered that two of the resulting instruments were UN 
environmental conventions - the kind of hard, legal tool that MAB had never been.   
 
The discussions and outcomes of UNCED help shape the context in which the Seville 
Conference – held during 20-25 March 1995 - was organized. While discussions on the 
organization of a follow-up meeting to the Minsk Congress had been underway for 
several years within the ICC, UNCED made the organization of such a conference 
even more urgent. As an international programme concerned with conservation and 
sustainable development, it would be inconceivable for MAB not to respond to the 
post-UNCED environment with a clear message on its objectives, future vision and 
relationship to the UNCED outcomes.  
 
The Seville Conference was organized with the following three principal objectives:  
1. to examine and evaluate the implementation of the 1984 Action Plan for Biosphere 
Reserves and to advise on the measures to be taken for future action; 
2. to analyze and comment on the draft Statutory Framework and contribute to its 
finalization; 
3. to explore the role of biosphere reserves in environment and development 
issues at the regional scale. (UNESCO (1996), p.6) 
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Several projections regarding MAB’s future and potential were made during the 
conference. Representing IUCN, Jeff McNeely suggested that biosphere reserves had 
the potential to become increasingly significant given global governance trends, stating 
that “[…] the highly centralized nation-state which has developed over the past century 
may no longer be the most appropriate scale of political organization. Instead, many 
governments were decentralizing as quickly as they could, while simultaneously entering 
into multiple international agreements. Thus the scale for action was simultaneously 
local and global, often seeming to jump over the nation-state.” (UNESCO (1996), p. 
11). Mr McNeely saw MAB and its WNBR as having a unique ability to bridge the gap 
between the local and the global level, while at the same time hinting at a forthcoming 
decline of the nation state. His statement captures both potential and inherent 
contradictions within the MAB programme itself. Clearly, global support for - as well as 
recognition and acknowledgement of - local biosphere reserve achievements has the 
ability to make a positive difference at the member sites of the WNBR. However, as an 
intergovernmental programme, MAB is by definition dependent upon the services of 
the “centralized nation state” for its funding, governance and direction. As the list of 
presenters and interventions in Seville made clear, MAB continued to receive its 
principal guidance from its Secretariat, its MAB National Committees and their 
associated expert networks – rather than, for example, biosphere reserve managers.   
 
The Seville Conference, with its focus on the balancing of the three functions of the 
biosphere reserve, also saw the emergence of some highly forward-looking and 
visionary ideas. One such concept was raised by Gonzalo Halffter of Mexico, who 
called upon UNESCO to “consider studying the use of a ‘green label’ to designate 
quality products of biosphere reserves and to promote such alternative resource use“ 
(UNESCO (1996), p.9). The generation of added value under the labeling, certification 
or branding of local products as “biosphere reserve products” is generating ever-
growing interest among members of the WNBR today, in particular new and/or re-
nominated biosphere reserves across Europe, the Americas, Africa and Asia-Pacific.  
 
The principal outcome document of the Seville Conference - the Seville Strategy for 
Biosphere Reserves - resulted from the need for MAB to reaffirm and communicate a 
clear strategic position in the post-UNCED context. This was articulated clearly in the 
opening paragraphs of the strategy itself:  
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“the context in which biosphere reserves operate has changed considerably as 
was shown by the UNCED process and, in particular, the Convention on 
Biological Diversity. […] 
 
Most importantly, the link between conservation of biodiversity and the 
development needs of local communities – a central component of the 
biosphere reserve approach — is now recognized as a key feature of the 
successful management of most national parks, nature reserves and other 
protected areas. At the Fourth World Congress on National Parks and 
Protected Areas, held in Caracas, Venezuela, in February 1992, the world’s 
protected area planners and managers adopted many of the ideas (community 
involvement, the links between conservation and development, the importance 
of international collaboration) that are essential aspects of biosphere reserves. 
[…]  
 
many biosphere reserves have evolved considerably, from a primary focus on 
conservation to a greater integration of conservation and development through 
increasing co-operation among stakeholders. And new international networks, 
fuelled by technological advances, including more powerful computers and the 
Internet, have greatly facilitated communication and co-operation between 
biosphere reserves in different countries.[…]  
 
the global community also needs working examples that encapsulate the ideas 
of UNCED for promoting both conservation and sustainable development. 
These examples can only work if they express all the social, cultural, spiritual 
and economic needs of society and are also based on sound science. Biosphere 
reserves offer such examples. Rather than forming islands in a world 
increasingly affected by severe human impacts, they can become theatres for 
reconciling people and nature, they can bring knowledge of the past to the 
needs of the future, they can demonstrate how to overcome the problems of 
the sectoral nature of our institutions. In short, biosphere reserves are much 
more than just protected areas.  
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Thus, biosphere reserves are poised to take on a new role. Not only will they be 
a means for the people who live and work within and around them to attain a 
balanced relationship with the natural world, they will also contribute to the 
needs of society, as a whole, by showing a way to a more sustainable future. 
This is at the heart of the vision for biosphere reserves in the 21st century.” 
UNESCO (1996, pp. 3-5). 
 
These paragraphs reveal some interesting developments in relation to MAB and the 
wider conservation community. On one hand, progressive and innovative ideas that 
had for many years been discussed extensively in the ICC but gained little traction 
elsewhere – such as “community involvement, the links between conservation and 
development, the importance of international collaboration” – were now being widely 
adopted and promoted by other organizations and networks. In this sense, the MAB 
community was in a position to congratulate itself for having been conceptually ahead 
of its time. However, at the same time, discussions in the ICC reveal that many 
biosphere reserves at the time did not live up to the theoretical standards of the 
programme, being little more than existing national parks or wildlife reserves with a 
biosphere reserve label that in practice made little difference.  
 
It could be argued that MAB faced two principal challenges leading to this situation: 
 firstly, without a legal framework or guiding document, enforcing (and even 
providing clear and firm guidance on) the implementation of the biosphere 
reserve concept in practice would not be possible; and 
 secondly, without a well-coordinated and funded communications effort 
through which to clearly and unambiguously transmit the genuinely innovative 
key principles of MAB and the WNBR, gaining the attention of the wider 
conservation community (and ideally decision- and policymakers in member 
state governments) would remain a considerable challenge. 
 
The Strategy itself was organized into four main goals, divided into a series of 
objectives with associated recommendations at the international, national and biosphere 
reserve level. The inclusion of recommendations addressed directly to each reserve 
clearly made the strategy more relevant for biosphere reserve managers, and marked a 
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clear change from the Minsk Action Plan, the recommendations of which were limited 
to addressing international organizations and national governments. By including direct 
recommendations to biosphere reserves, MAB had with the publication of the strategy 
moved firmly beyond its original notion that all matters within each member state were 
to be addressed by the MAB National Committee. 
 
The strategy’s four goals themselves also reflected the expanding expectations of MAB: 
 
I. Use biosphere reserves to conserve natural and cultural diversity, 
II. Use biosphere reserves as models of land management and approaches to 
sustainable development, 
III. Use biosphere reserves for research, monitoring, education and training, 
IV. Implement the biosphere reserve concept (UNESCO (1996), pp.7-12). 
 
The inclusion of such a prominent reference to the conservation of cultural alongside 
natural diversity can be interpreted as a step beyond MAB’s original “ecological 
approach” and the ecological science community from which it had evolved – as did 
the prominent reference to biosphere reserves as model approaches to sustainable 
development. Most of the original priorities envisioned for the biosphere reserves – 
research, monitoring, education and training – were now all included under a single 
goal, in itself a major reordering of the priorities and scope of the programme. Finally, 
the organization of each biosphere reserve was given prominence through the inclusion 
of the fourth goal, which included specific recommendations on the managerial and 
spatial organization of each reserve calling for more stringent application of the 
biosphere reserve zonation principles as well as monitoring, evaluation, financing and 
other aspects considered necessary for the upkeep and development of functional 
biosphere reserves.  
 
The most significant outcomes of the Seville Conference were without a doubt the 
Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework for the World Network of Biosphere Reserves. Published 
in a single brief booklet, the two texts were to set the tone for the implementation of 
MAB and the WNBR until the present day. Summarizing the achievements of the 
Conference, Mr Pierre Laserre, then the MAB Secretary noted among Seville’s 
achievements “[…] the interest to set up an operational network of biosphere reserves 
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with its own statutes; and the will to take concrete action by implementing the Seville 
Strategy, following a vision for the future that had been discussed and elaborated 
during the Conference” (UNESCO (1996), p.7). 
 
With the Statutory Framework, the WNBR had attained the closest possible proxy for a 
hard legal text. While clearly stipulating the voluntary nature of participation by 
member states in the WNBR, the Framework text was intended to “contribute to the 
widespread recognition of biosphere reserves and to encourage and promote good 
working examples”. While the possibility of “de-listing” non-performing biosphere 
reserves was referred to in the document, this was to be considered an exception to an 
overall gentle and voluntary approach. While providing overall guidance on the 
designation, support and promotion of biosphere reserves, the document also 
encouraged member states to develop national-level criteria for participating sites. 
While MAB at the international level would remain organized on the principle of 
voluntary participation, member states were in this way encouraged to enact legislation 
or other arrangements at the national level that would serve to anchor the sites in a 
manner suitable with the national context of each member state: each member state was 
invited to “take the measures which they deem necessary according to their national 
legislation” (UNESCO (1996), p.16).  
 
The Statutory Framework also defined the purpose of the WNBR in very clear terms. 
The network “constitutes a tool for the conservation of biological diversity and the 
sustainable use of its components, thus contributing to the objectives of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity and other pertinent conventions and instruments.”. 
(UNESCO (1996), p.16). It is noteworthy that no reference is made to the research 
purpose of the biosphere reserves. Their primary role was clearly identified as 
conservation of biodiversity and promotion of sustainable use. Once again, the shift of 
MAB from a programme concerned with understanding the relationship between 
humankind and the biosphere (and therefore firmly anchored in developing new 
knowledge through research) to being primarily concerned with the reconciling of 
conservation and sustainable development (and therefore more oriented towards 
management) was made clear. 
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The Framework finally formalized the shift from four biosphere reserve functions to 
three: conservation, development and logistic support. The latter alone encompassed 
demonstration, education, training, research and monitoring, largely replacing three of 
the original four functions, thus making room for a newly added new development 
function. While the contribution of biosphere reserves to sustainable development had 
been mentioned in earlier MAB texts, it had never before been granted such 
prominence.  
 
The emphasis on management was also reflected in the requirements stipulated for 
prospective biosphere reserves. In addition to the spatial and legal requirements that 
had been referred to in previous documents, new biosphere reserves were now 
expected to make provisions for implementation of the three functions through 
appropriate zonation (with core area(s), buffer zone(s) and transitional area(s) as well as 
“mechanisms to manage human use and activities”; “a management policy or plan for 
the area as a biosphere reserve”, and “a designated authority” to implement such a plan 
(UNESCO (1996), p.17). The Framework clearly stipulated that its contents would 
apply to all biosphere reserves, including those designated prior to its adoption. The 
retroactive application of the Statutory Framework generated a challenge that persists 
to the present day.  
 
MAB and the WNBR’s shift from a focus dominated by research to a focus dominated 
by conservation and sustainable development has been outlined above. Considering 
that many biosphere reserves nominated during the years immediately following the 
initiation of the concept – in the mid-1970s – had been designated primarily on their 
qualifications as sites of interest to ecological research and with limited consideration 
for the zonation and management arrangements, the vast majority of biosphere reserves 
were now by definition not in compliance with the Statutory Framework.  
 
Several articles of the Framework specifically addressed communications-related issues. 
National and local authorities committed to ensure that each biosphere reserve received 
appropriate publicity, and states were expected to contribute actively to the activities of 
the network at both global and regional and thematic level. Significantly, the 
Framework’s Article 10 specified as the only individually detailed obligation of 
UNESCO that:  
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“The secretariat shall facilitate communication and interaction among individual 
biosphere reserves and among experts. UNESCO shall also develop and 
maintain a worldwide accessible information system on biosphere reserves, to 
be linked to other relevant initiatives.” (UNESCO (1996), p.18). 
 
In the final paragraph of the Framework, UNESCO was assigned the facilitation of 
communication and the development of an information system as its principal task (the other tasks 
mentioned were fundraising and the maintenance of an updated list of biosphere 
reserves). The elevation of communication to be the principal task of the Secretariat 
should be seen in light of the establishment of bodies such as the Scientific Advisory 
Committee, which by the mid-1990s provided the ICC and the wider MAB programme 
with the scientific leadership that early documents had placed in the hands of the 
Secretariat (see section 4.2 above on the exchange of scientific information between the 
Secretariat and the emerging national MAB counterpart bodies).  
 
The framework formalized a review mechanism for biosphere reserves through which 
the “status of each biosphere reserve should be subject to a periodic review every ten 
years, based on a report prepared by the concerned authority”. Periodic reports were to 
be received by the Advisory Committee and the ICC – and, “[… i]f ICC considers that 
the biosphere reserve no longer satisfies the criteria […], it may recommend that the 
State concerned take measures to ensure conformity […]. Should ICC find that the 
biosphere reserve in question still does not satisfy the criteria […], within a reasonable 
period, the area will no longer be referred to as a biosphere reserve which is part of the 
Network.” UNESCO (1996), p.18. 
 
This paragraph, considered in the context of the retroactive application of the “criteria” 
stipulated in the Statutory Framework, is of particular significance. While there have 
been cases of a member state withdrawing a biosphere reserve from the network – 
Austria, Australia (see below), Bulgaria, Germany and the United Kingdom have all 
taken such action while remaining active in the MAB programme through their national 
committees and remaining sites – no biosphere reserve has been removed from the 
WNBR as a result of a retaliation by the ICC for non-compliance with the criteria. 
However, in the context of the current discussions on the biosphere reserve “exit 
strategy”, such an outcome is now a possibility.   
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The Statutory Framework’s language regarding de-listing was qualified in the 
document’s 2nd paragraph, referring to any sanctions against a non-performing 
biosphere reserve to be considered as “an exception to an otherwise positive 
approach”. The document also reiterated that all participation in MAB is voluntary in 
nature. In consideration hereof – and keeping in mind that the Statutory Framework 
was the closest MAB has ever come to a legal document (which it is not) - any 
enforcement of sanctions against participating member states and sites would be very 
difficult. This can be considered a second inherent contradiction in MAB. While a 
voluntary framework relying on a positive approach and the goodwill of all participants 
works well as a mechanism through which to enlarge a network, it makes reducing the 
network a very difficult and sensitive matter.  
 
By comparison, the World Heritage Convention – with its status as a United Nations 
Convention ratified by its member states – operates with more stringent punitive 
mechanisms. These include a list of World Heritage sites in danger, a sub-list containing 
properties “appearing in the World Heritage List for the conservation of which major 
operations are necessary and for which assistance has been requested under this 
Convention”16. Given the high profile held by World Heritage sites, avoiding the 
inclusion of properties on this list is often a matter of great significance for member 
states. The heated discussions around the potential listing of the Kakadu National Park 
World Heritage site in 1998 and the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area in 2015 
are cases in point17 
 
4.8 Seville +5  
 
Building on the experiences and achievements of the Minsk Congress and Seville 
Conference, UNESCO in cooperation with the Government of Spain organized two 
key events in the decade to follow; the Madrid +5 conference held 2000 in Pamplona, 
                                                 
16 See article 11 of the 1972 Convention. Available at: http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/. 
Accessed 22 November 2016. 
17 See Environment Australia (1999) and 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/may/27/revealed-the-report-on-the-great-barrier-
reef-that-australia-didnt-want-the-world-to-see. Accessed 22 November 2016. 
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Spain, and finally the 3rd World Congress of Biosphere Reserves in Madrid in February 
2008.  
 
The Seville +5 conference was held with the objective of taking stock of the 
implementation of the Seville Strategy and to guide its further development through the 
identification of priorities, obstacles and emerging issues. The proceedings of the 
conference are introduced by a “personal appraisal” by Michel Batisse, in which the 
author make a number of observations casting light on the reasons for the 
programme’s achievements – and lack thereof – over the preceding decades. In 
particular, he makes specific reference to the challenges posed by the absence of 
financial and moral support from UNEP and IUCN in the years following the Minsk 
Congress (UNESCO (2001), p.12) as a major challenge to MAB’s intended trajectory. 
Overall, the Seville+5 report is a comprehensive and detailed stock-taking, not just of 
the Strategy’s implementation, but of the MAB programme and the WNBR as a whole. 
Containing detailed discussions of current challenges and trends within the programme, 
the document provides a picture of a programme facing multiple challenges while 
proving remarkably resilient while retaining consistent backing from its member states. 
An example of the parallel state of crisis and optimism is represented by the inclusion 
in the report of a survey among MAB National Committees and individual biosphere 
reserves. While clearly providing detailed and useful feedback on the implementation of 
the Strategy and forming a significant part of the document as a whole, the report notes 
the remarkably low response rate at both the national and site level – below 30% for 
each. In particular, a response rate of only 27% among MAB National Committees 
must have caused concern in the secretariat (UNESCO (2001), pp. 28-31).  
 
MAB received an endorsement from the Convention of Biological Diversity in 
Pamplona, through the recognition that biosphere reserves were able to serve as 
vehicles through which to implement the convention’s adopted “ecosystem approach” 
– itself a variation of a concept referred to in MAB circles since its earliest discussions. 
In a statement to the meeting, CBD Executive Director Hamdallah Zedan notes that 
the biosphere reserve “has the potential to offer to the Convention concrete cases of 
the ecosystem approach in practice, including lessons learned from its experience – 
both successes and limitations” (UNESCO (2001), p.18).  The meeting also 
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discussed the “CBD-UNESCO Global Initiative on education and public 
awareness”, initiated shortly before the event. While it is clear that cooperation and 
exchange with CBD was by 2000 taking place, the cooperation at the same time 
appears limited largely to the expression of good intentions and statements – rather 
than characterized by the integration of programmes in any comprehensive sense. 
 
The report also contained reports from WNBR’s sub-regional networks – an indication 
of the growing importance of these as an extension of WNBR’s reach and ability to 
provide focused discussion and action with relevance at the sub-regional level.  The 
issue of transboundary biosphere reserves was given particular prominence, 
representing a niche through which biosphere reserves – as internationally recognized 
sites facilitating cooperation between member states – was seen as having particular 
potential. A number of cases of existing and potential transboundary biosphere reserves 
from around the world were presented and discussed.  
 
A large section of the Seville +5 report is devoted to case studies from biosphere 
reserves presented and discussed in a series of working groups on different sections of 
the Seville Strategy. Perhaps the greatest source of optimism and the most remarkable 
feature of the report is the diversity and detail contained in these case studies. During a 
period of increasing strain due to diminishing financial and human resources as well as 
a number of competing initiatives, the case studies give the impression of a truly global 
phenomenon generating new knowledge and experience across a wide range of 
disciplines. In this sense, it offers an early indication of the emergence of a 
decentralized, more experimentally-oriented WNBR in which the individual biosphere 
reserves take on increasing levels of responsibility and initiative. 
 
4.9 The Madrid Congress 
 
Following the now established pattern of a decadal major congress devoted to 
biosphere reserves, the 3rd World Congress of Biosphere Reserves was held in Madrid, 
Spain, in February 2008. Unlike prior congresses, however, the Madrid Congress did 
not seek to establish a new basic text for implementation of MAB and the WNBR – the 
Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework were still considered fully valid. However, 
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Madrid recognized that a number of new challenges were impacting the work of the 
programme in increasingly profound ways, and sought to address this. Three key 
challenges were identified as  
1) accelerated climate change with consequences for societies and ecosystems; 
2) Accelerated loss of biological and cultural diversity with unexpected 
consequences that impact the ability of ecosystems to continue to provide 
services critical for human wellbeing; and 
3) Rapid urbanization as a driver of environmental change (UNESCO (2008), p.4). 
 
Madrid produced two key documents – a brief Madrid Declaration and a longer Madrid 
Action Plan. By design, the Madrid documents did not represent a departure from the 
Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework, which continued to form the key reference 
documents for the World Network. However, the Madrid documents did add a series 
of new perspectives to the work and functioning of biosphere reserves – linking 
biosphere reserves closer to current initiatives and targets such as the Millennium 
Development Goals and the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development, 
and stressing climate change research, mitigation and adaptation as a new area of focus 
for biosphere reserves. 
 
Significantly, the Madrid Action Plan called for stronger implementation of the 
biosphere reserve concept, in recognition of the fact that - while the Seville documents 
provide the basic framework for implementation of the biosphere reserve concept - the 
application of the Seville principles and their sustained implementation at the individual 
country and site level are not given. While the Madrid Action Plan still did not 
represent the hard legal text of a convention, language was now employed that 
indicated that closer monitoring of implementation of key concepts such as the three-
zone scheme and “other essential features that define the post-1995 Seville vision of 
biosphere reserves” (UNESCO (2008), p.9). 
 
The potential for biosphere reserves to serve as a monitoring network for other global 
environmental initiatives was also highlighted, with particular reference to the potential 
for biosphere reserves to serve as “as learning sites for local and regional sustainable 
development practices as well as the importance of MAB and of the WNBR as regional 
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and global hubs for exchange of information, ideas, experience, knowledge and best 
practices in sustainability sciences” (UNESCO (2008), p.9).  
 
4.10 The Lima Congress 
 
In 2014, looking ahead to the end of its ten-year period of validity, a final evaluation of 
the implementation of the Madrid Action Plan was carried out at the request of the 
ICC. Mindful of the financial implications, the ICC requested that the evaluation be 
internal in nature, conducted by UNESCO’s Office of Internal Oversight.  The 
evaluation made five principal recommendations for the WNBR, summarized in the 
evaluation abstract as:   
“[…] strengthen the value of the WNBR for BRs and the active involvement of 
the latter in the network’s activities; strengthen the clearing house function of 
the WNBR; develop the WNBR’s global role as a laboratory of ideas; raise the 
profile of the WNBR; strengthen the financial and human resource base of the 
WNBR.” UNESCO (2014), p.i. 
 
The evaluation served as a basis for the next decadal documents to guide the WNBR, 
the new MAB Strategy 2015-2025 and the Lima Action Plan, both of which were 
finalized and adopted in the context of the 4th Global Congress of Biosphere Reserves, 
hosted by the Government of Peru in Lima, in March 2016.  
 
As was the case with the Madrid documents eight years prior, these documents were by 
no means intended to replace the Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework. The 
introduction to the new strategy made this very clear, noting that “[b]oth the MAB 
Strategy 2015-2025 and the Lima Action Plan 2016-2025 are founded on the continuity 
of the Seville Strategy and the Statutory Framework of the World Network of 
Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) and based on the findings of the evaluation of the 
implementation of the Madrid Action Plan for Biosphere Reserves (2008-2013).” 
UNESCO (2016), p.1. 
 
While the Seville Strategy and the Madrid Action Plan had clearly confined their validity 
to biosphere reserves and the WNBR, the Lima Action Plan was conceived as an action 
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plan for MAB as a whole. With the objectives of both documents firmly linked to the 
WNBR, it could be argued that the release of the 2015-2016 strategic documents marks 
the moment at which the programme’s official language finally reflected the what had 
by then become second nature to MAB’s: after four decades, the biosphere reserves 
were now finally recognized as the programme’s defining feature and sole physical 
manifestation – the axis around which all activities of the MAB programme would be 
undertaken. 
 
As had been the case in Seville and Madrid, the release of MAB’s decadal strategic 
documents reflected developments in the wider UN system and global development 
agenda. With the adoption of the UN’s 2030 Agenda and 17 associated Sustainable 
Development Goals in 2015, MAB had been provided with a global blueprint towards 
which its actions could be directed and recognized. This was clearly reflected in the 
vision and mission of the MAB programme as defined in the Lima Action Plan 
(discussed below), and the close alignment of these documents with the 2030 Agenda – 
for example in the centrally placed recurring references to sustainable development, in 
particular the direct reference to urgently assist member states meet the SDGs. 
However, it is important not to write off this alignment as a convenient adjustment to 
suit the global trend. As discussed in the above, MAB and the WNBR had for several 
decades increasingly stressed sustainable development as a core objective of the 
network and its members – having been instrumental in bringing the term to popular 
use with the Biosphere Conference in 1968. 
 
In the chapters to follow, the nature of MAB’s post-Seville engagement is explored in 
further detail through case studies from Palau, Vietnam and Australia. Together, the 
three case studies explore how communications within the MAB programme are 
received, processed, understood, transmitted and acted upon across diverse settings in 
the Asia-Pacific region, providing insights into the experience of participation in MAB 
from the perspective of key actors at the national and individual reserve level. 
Following the case studies themselves, MAB’s trajectory over the past half century is 
revisited from a science communications perspective, establishing the basis for a series 
of recommendations to the MAB Secretariat and governing bodies. 
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5. Case study: Vietnam 
 
5.1 Case studies: brief introduction 
 
Informed by the analysis of MAB’s trajectory over nearly five decades, the following 
three chapters will examine individual case studies from the Asia-Pacific region in 
further detail. The case studies have been selected in order to examine the degree to 
which the hypothesis that it is the flow of information within MAB that serves as the primary 
incentive for engagement with the programme remains valid across three contrasting contexts in 
the post-Seville MAB landscape.  
As outlined in Chapter 2, further details on the selection of respondents as well as 
complementary sources consulted in the preparation of the case studies can be found in 
Appendices B, C, and D. Elite interview respondents, personal observations and 
relevant written records – including personal reports and notes - contributed 
cumulatively to the presentation of each case, and are therefore not identified or noted 
individually throughout the text. Data from the interviews are integrated into the 
narrative as appropriate.  
 
5.2 Background and context 
 
During a period of rapid economic growth and social change, Vietnam began its active 
engagement with MAB at a relatively late date, rapidly mobilizing a wide-reaching 
national MAB programme and network of biosphere reserves. This was to a large 
extent made possible through the establishment of a centrally placed, well-supported 
and pro-active MAB National Committee serving to promote and advance the 
programme across the country.  While Vietnam’s participation in the MAB programme 
began in Can Gio, broad national engagement through multiple biosphere reserves was 
seen as an objective from early on, evidenced by presentations and other contributions 
by Vietnamese delegates at MAB-related events at the regional and global level. In 
contrast, Palau’s engagement with MAB was initiated as the result of the desire by 
national as well as local authorities to secure continuation and recognition of past 
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conservation efforts at a specific location. With its global mandate and programme, 
MAB was considered by the Palauan delegate attending the ”Second Meeting of 
ASPACO – People and places: Pacific Island approaches to integrated coastal 
conservation and sustainable human development” as a vehicle through which further 
attention could be drawn to the particular features of Ngaremeduu and help secure its 
long-term protection (see section 6.2 below). Finally, having been among the first 
countries to nominate biosphere reserves during MAB’s early years, Australia and the 
Noosa Biosphere Reserve will be examined. Noosa represents a biosphere reserve 
designated and promoted largely on the basis of local initiative - the incentives for 
belonging relating primarily to MAB’s tools and resources for local management, 
coordination and organization as well as for the international designation a biosphere 
reserve designation bestows.  
Vietnam’s active engagement with the MAB programme began at a relatively late date. 
Starting in the mid-1990s – a time at which the majority of Southeast Asian nations had 
been part of the MAB programme for two decades - Vietnam rapidly initiated, built and 
maintained one of the most active national MAB programmes in the region. Following 
the first physical manifestation of these efforts - the successful nomination of the Can 
Gio Mangrove Biosphere Reserve in 2001 - Vietnam entered a period of rapid 
expansion of its national MAB network, adding a total of seven further sites through 
successful nominations in 2004, 2006, 2007 and 2009, before extending one site in 2011 
and successfully nominating the Langbiang Biosphere Reserve in 2015, bringing the 
total number of biosphere reserves in Vietnam’s national network to nine. 
It is perhaps not a coincidence that this period of intensive MAB-related activity 
overlaps somewhat with the country’s political and economic Doi Moi reforms initiated 
in 1986 with the aim of establishing a socialist market economy. The Doi Moi reforms 
launched an era of rapid economic growth and poverty reduction. According to UNDP 
data, per capita income in Vietnam rose from below US$100 to an estimated at 
US$1,596 in 2012, coinciding with a reduction in poverty from 58 per cent in 1993 and 
2008 to an estimated 11.8 per cent in 201118.  
                                                 
18 UNDP. About Viet Nam. Online. Available at: 
http://www.vn.undp.org/content/vietnam/en/home/countryinfo.html#History. Accessed 23 
November 2016. 
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With its explicit objective of linking biodiversity conservation with the development of 
sustainable local economies, the biosphere reserve model may have been seen as 
particularly attractive within this overall context. Rather than employing language 
positing growth and conservation as a choice between two mutually exclusive priorities, 
the biosphere reserve explicitly sets out to demonstrate how the conservation of 
biodiversity may help stimulate sustainable growth. In the context of Vietnam’s rapidly 
expanding economy at the turn of the millennium – and as an expression of the 
country’s increasing engagement with multilateral environmental agreements – this may 
help explain the relative success of the biosphere reserve concept upon its launch in the 
country. 
Another factor in MAB’s positive reception and subsequent rapid growth of its national 
network in Vietnam was perhaps the choice of a highly symbolic site to be developed as 
the country’s first biosphere reserve; the Can Gio Mangrove Biosphere Reserve. 
In February 1997, a researcher and lecturer with the Center for Environmental 
Research and Education (CERE) at the Hanoi University of Education participated in a 
regional MAB experts’ meeting held in Ranong, Thailand. With the overall objective of 
elaborating how the Seville Strategy could be applied to mangrove ecosystems, the 
event sought regional expertise and input to the proposed establishment of a mangrove 
biosphere reserve in Ranong Province on Thailand’s Andaman Sea coast. Discussions 
focused in particular on the development of new approaches to biosphere reserve 
zonation and spatial organization that would suit the complex and multiple-use nature 
of Southeast Asia’s mangrove ecosystems, for example by employing multiple 
interlaced core and buffer zones. 
Following his participation in the Ranong meeting, the HUOE lecturer was requested 
by the Secretary-General of the Vietnam MAB National Committee to assist in the 
development of Vietnam’s first biosphere reserve at Can Gio, a wetland located within 
the administrative boundaries of Ho Chi Minh City. The lecturer assumed the role of 
Secretary-General of the Vietnam MAB National Committee the same year, while 
maintaining his ongoing duties at CERE.  
Located in the Mekong Delta region to the immediate southeast of central Ho Chi 
Minh City, the mangrove forests of Can Gio were severely degraded during the 
Vietnam War. Used as a base for the launching of attacks on South Vietnam and 
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United States vessels in the Mekong Delta, Can Gio was severely damaged by 
herbicides destroying much of the original forest. According to a paper published 
online by FAO notes that: 
Before the war, Can Gio had about 40 000 ha of dense mangrove forests, but 
by 1971 they had been almost completely destroyed. From 1972, some 
mangrove species regenerated naturally in areas flooded by tides, but because of 
a lack of cooking fuel the mangroves were destroyed by the local people. In 
1978, aware of the significance of mangrove ecosystem rehabilitation, the 
People's Committee of Ho Chi Minh City invested in reforestation. This was 
undertaken by the City Forestry Service and the People's Committee of Can 
Gio District […] The reforestation in Can Gio was mainly done by youngsters 
and schoolchildren. Consequently, the technical aspects of reforestation were 
neglected and the survival rate was low. […] By 1996, nearly 35 000 ha of 
mangrove forest had been replanted in Can Gio; of these, about 20 000 ha are 
now growing well.[…] Today, the mangroves in Can Gio are more diverse in 
community structure than before the war. An explanation for this is that in 
these mangroves, replanted species have mixed with naturally regenerated 
species. Hong, P. (2002). 
Not only did Can Gio present an interesting case for a biosphere reserve – comprising 
rehabilitated mangrove forest located in a semi-urban setting necessitating the balancing 
of conservation and local economic conditions and opportunities - the site was at the 
same time a significant symbol of Vietnam’s post-war regeneration and development, 
the result of persistent efforts at recreating the prewar landscape. Finally, as a mangrove 
site Can Gio also benefitted from international discussions taking place in the wider 
southeast Asian region such as the Ranong event.  
With Gan Gio leading to eight subsequent successful biosphere reserve nominations, 
MAB – and the Can Gio nomination – exerted significant influence in Vietnam, serving 
to launch a new type of site-based network as well as a new approach to protected area 
management. It is nopteworthy that this was achieved without any sizeable financial 
assistance provided by MAB. What Vietnam gained from its participation in the 
Ranong discussions was largely restricted to the accessing of information about the 
programme, its potential, its particular application to mangrove ecosystems – as well as 
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access to the MAB’s international network and expertise, and the bestowal of a globally 
recognized and UN-sanctioned badge of recognition on the participating sites.  
Work on the Can Gio nomination not only launched an intensive period of engagement 
with MAB within Vietnam, it also signaled the beginning of a new high international 
profile for the country within the global MAB programme. In 1998, Vietnam hosted a 
workshop in Ho Chi Minh City, intended to mobilize advice and recommendations 
from the regional MAB community and experts in mangrove ecology and management 
towards the Can Gio nomination, much like the Ranong event had done the year 
before. However, the Ho Chi Minh workshop also served a second significant purpose 
by launching SeaBRnet - the Southeast Asian Biosphere Reserve Network. A sub-
regional network of biosphere reserves and MAB communities modeled on the East 
Asian Biosphere Reserve Network which had been in existence since the early 1990s, 
initial SeaBRnet members included China, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Japan, the 
Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam.  
With a strong nomination under preparation and the successful hosting of a regional 
event, Vietnam was by 1998 already delivering on its intention to engage actively with 
the MAB programme even before a biosphere reserve had been officially inscribed. 
Significantly, alongside the efforts made towards nominating biosphere reserves, work 
was also ongoing towards the establishment of a bureaucratic infrastructure designed to 
maximize the potential for active engagement with the MAB both nationally and 
internationally. 
 
5.3 Organization of MAB in Vietnam 
 
According to its bilingual website19, the Vietnam MAB National Committee serves as “a 
coordinating agency for national and international exchange amongst biosphere 
reserves and sister-systems of nature reserves, including research results, management 
methods or experiences in revolving specific issues.” The Committee is formally 
organized under the Natural Sciences Sub-Committee of the Vietnam National 
                                                 
19 The Vietnam MAB National Committee’s bilingual website was formerly hosted at 
http://mabvietnam.net/. As of 2016, this website is no longer operational. An extensive Vietnamese-
language website is available at http://mabvietnam.com/.  
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Commission for UNESCO (itself organized under the Vietnam Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs), with a secretariat based at CERE at the Hanoi University of Education. This 
somewhat complex organization has distinct advantages, simultaneously linking the 
MAB Committee to Vietnam’s very active national UNESCO community (through the 
National Commission) and to the environmental research community (through its base 
at the Hanoi University of Education). This dual structure helps ensure the active 
linkage of two significant areas of activity - site-focused academic research and the 
maintenance of international commitments - under the international MAB programme. 
The linkage allows the MAB member state to draw upon two spheres of resources and 
inputs towards its engagement with the programme, thereby enhancing its potential to 
derive benefits from and ensure sustainability. 
In an extensive interview held in February 2011, the Secretary-General discussed the 
development and nature of MAB in Vietrnam. With specific reference to the leadership 
of the programme at the national level, the Secretary-General summarized the principal 
duties of his office as “implementing the national policy on MAB by combining 
protected area management with local development”, and in this way play a supporting 
role for the country’s biosphere reserves, enabling them to benefit from the 
programme’s international and national spheres. While each of Vietnam’s biosphere 
reserves is managed under the responsibility of the provincial authorities, it is the duty 
of the MAB National Committee to mobilize activities and support for the network. 
The Secretary-General noted that these duties as include the delivery of technical 
support for the reserves through the provision of a national network of experts able to 
organize occasional training courses, workshops and other events allowing the sharing 
and dissemination of information.  
It is particularly significant to note the inclusion of local development in the definition 
of the Secretary-General’s duties. The biosphere reserve’s role in promoting local 
development – which received high visibility in the Seville Strategy and was further 
profiled in the new 2016 Strategy and Lima Action Plan – clearly appears to have 
served as a significant motivating factor in Vietnam’s engagement with the programme. 
As with Palau, the mid-1990s Seville Strategy with its relatively balanced emphasis on 
the three functions of the biosphere reserve appears to have served to motivate 
Vietnam’s active engagement with MAB – which in turn influenced and inspired the 
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global programme, helping to generate a further shift towards local development as a 
significant factor contributing to the MAB programme’s core appeal. 
By locating the Secretariat of its MAB National Committee at CERE, Vietnam was able 
to establish a direct link between the Committee and the Hanoi University of 
Education’s significant pool of human resources from which to draw contributors to 
the “national network of experts” that the Committee is expected to mobilize.  The 
placement of the Secretariat within CERE also allowed for a relatively smooth 
integration of the duties of the National Committee with the work of the Centre and its 
host institution, the Hanoi University of Education.  
In an example hereof, the Secretary-General noted that biosphere reserves were 
regularly featured among research and lecture topics under the university’s master’s, 
PhD and post doctorate programmes. He  explained how the Committee arranges for 
students to undertake research in the biosphere reserves, encouraging them to provide 
technical advice and guidance to the site managers. Conversely, opportunities are 
provided for biosphere reserve managers to undertake studies at HUOE in order to 
improve their management performance. These reciprocal activities are encouraged by 
the university and facilitated by the integration of official functions; i.e. the HUOE 
president also serves as Chair of the MAB National Committee. This integration and 
institutional support facilitates the flow of financial support for activities related to 
biosphere reserves, as well as – perhaps more significantly - the flow of information 
and ideas by linking research work to the biosphere reserves. This strong linkage 
between research, education, biosphere reserve management and network maintenance 
is good example of how an institutional arrangement can be devised to deliver in 
practice on one of MAB’s core objective – and may help to explain the relative success 
of Vietnam’s MAB programme. 
While stressing that adherence to Vietnamese national laws is the overarching guiding 
principle in the MAB National Committee’s work, the Secretary-General took note that 
thematic focus is placed on the promotion of a partnership between nature 
conservation and development aided by the provision of logistic support. Receiving 
financing not only from the university itself but also from external agencies such as 
NGOs and other international partners, the Committee stresses the importance of 
“putting ideas into practice” as its core mission. The Secretary-General cited a series of 
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activities under the theme of climate change education as an example – including the 
combination of lectures and practical biosphere reserve-based research work supported 
by the university, government, local community with the MAB National Committee 
serving in a “linking role”. Likewise, transdisciplinarity is stressed by the Committee, so 
that – for example - under an overall theme of mangrove research, activities undertaken 
may include education, social science and other disciplines – while the research itself 
focuses not only on mangrove ecology but issues such as local livelihoods, ecotourism 
and other locally significant issues through which the local community can be engaged 
directly in the research. 
The Secretary-General stressed that the concept of integration lies at the core of the 
organization of Vietnam’s national MAB programme, at multiple levels and in multiple 
contexts. The Committee is integrated with a national university; research, management 
and higher education are integrated around the concept of the biosphere reserve; while 
scientific disciplines are integrated under thematic areas of national significance, such as 
climate change.  
This repeated pattern of reiterated integration can be interpreted as a very faithful 
adherence to the Seville Strategy, which among its indicators for implementation at the 
national level includes the following: 
 Biosphere reserves are integrated into national and regional research 
programmes, which are linked to conservation and development policies  
 Biosphere reserves are integrated into national monitoring programmes and are 
linked to similar monitoring sites and networks 
 Principles of conservation and sustainable use, as practiced in biosphere 
reserves, integrated into school programmes (UNESCO (1996). p.14) 
 
By pro-actively encouraging, practicing and advocating integrated, transdisciplinary 
research in and around Vietnam’s biosphere reserves, it could be argued that the 
Vietnamese MAB Committee takes the concept of integration even beyond the 
expectations of the Seville Strategy.  
 
5.4 Communicating MAB 
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The Secretary-General noted that a key means of interaction for the Vietnamese MAB 
network is an annual workshop at which Vietnam’s biosphere reserves, World Heritage 
sites and UNESCO Global Geoparks – the three official UNESCO site-based 
designations - come together for an exchange of ideas. Significantly, this event stresses 
social as well as professional interaction – through field visits as well as dining, singing 
and socializing. This helps build and maintain personal relationships between the 
Committee members, its leadership and each of the biosphere reserve managers – as 
well as between managers and coordinators of the three UNESCO-affiliated sites.  
He also noted that maintaining this relationship and ensuring appropriate management 
of the country’s biosphere reserve network represents a major challenge for the 
Committee. Biosphere reserves are not considered conventional protected areas in 
Vietnam and are not unified under a single management structure such as for example a 
national park or nature reserve. For this reason, their management requires a high level 
of professionalism and skill – including the ability to balance and care for the biosphere 
reserve concept’s internal dynamics and tensions, such as might exist between different 
administrative units required to collaborate under an overarching biosphere reserve 
concept.  
The Secretary-General explained that to address this challenge, Vietnam’s approach to 
biosphere reserve management follows a particular strategy whereby the management 
of each reserve’s core area places particular emphasis on conservation. The 
conservation-focused core area is situated in the wider setting of the biosphere reserve’s 
buffer zones and transitional area. In order to mitigate and minimize conflicts between 
the core area and the surroundings, overall management responsibility for each 
biosphere reserve lies at the provincial level, bringing together all areas of the reserve 
under a single, provincial-level management plan – a plan that may encompass 
numerous administrative units. The key function of biosphere reserve management in 
Vietnam is that of coordinating - existing within and seeking the appropriate balance 
between prevailing regulations and development priorities. The integration of biosphere 
reserve management with the provincial governance structure provides biosphere 
reserves with a high degree of visibility and direct accountability at the most appropriate 
level of decision-making. While challenges remain in cases where biosphere reserves 
include territories in more than a single province, the provincial approach also matches 
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national legislation that places the responsibility for protected area management with 
the provincial authorities.  
Since Vietnam’s active engagement with the MAB programme began in the late 1990s, 
frequent and intensive communication between the country’s MAB National 
Committee and the MAB Secretariat has been maintained. Initially seeking advice 
related to Vietnam’s nomination of the Can Gio Biosphere Reserve, the Secretary-
General stressed that the technical advice and support received for this nomination was 
of particular importance in consolidating the country’s participation in the programme. 
Going through the initial nomination procedure for Can Gio with access to support 
and advice from the MAB Secretariat at the UNESCO Jakarta and Bangkok offices 
allowed Vietnam to build up practical experience that benefitted the country 
throughout the eight subsequent nominations. In addition to seeking the advice and 
support of the Secretariat, Vietnam also - as discussed above - liaised extensively with 
other Southeast Asian countries through events such as the Ranong and Ho Chi Minh 
City meetings in 1997 and 1998, as well as through bilateral exchanges.   
While Vietnam was able to rapidly build up experience and knowledge on biosphere 
reserve nomination procedures to a degree permitting the country to produce a string 
of nine successful nominations – all but one in relatively rapid succession - the 
Committee consistently and proactively sought the advice of the Secretariat when 
considering a potential site for nomination, asking for the views of the Secretariat and 
experts within the MAB network prior to beginning the formal nomination procedure. 
Proactively creating and maintaining this informal channel to the Secretariat is likely to 
have been of considerable value as a sounding board for the Committee – able to offer 
informal, early guidance on potential issues. During the same period Vietnam ensured 
its continued visibility not only through its multiple nominations of carefully selected 
sites well suited to the biosphere reserve format,  but also by maintaining an active 
profile in MAB’s governing bodies and related mechanisms - as member and/or 
observer of the MAB Bureau and ICC, as winner of multiple MAB Young Scientists 
Awards, as organizers of meetings and conferences related to MAB and biosphere 
reserves, and as party to bilateral communication and collaboration. 
Reflecting on the degree to which site-level management has changed since the first 
Vietnamese biosphere reserve was established, the Secretary-General noted that the 
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prevailing change in Vietnam over the course of the country’s first decade of 
engagement with MAB has been determined by the country’s extremely rapid economic 
growth and the resulting urbanization, pollution and disturbance of ecosystems. 
However, he also noted a gradual change in attitude and behavior among leaders as the 
environmental cost of rapid change and development has become more apparent – as 
well as particular niche for the country’s biosphere reserves in this regard: biosphere 
reserves provide a model, an advance representation of how nature conservation and 
development can co-exist in a mutually supportive association.  
The anchoring of Vietnam’s biosphere reserves at the provincial level (discussed above) 
is particularly significant in this regard. While Vietnam’s national administration is 
dominated by clear sectoral divisions, provincial governments must manage through a 
more integrated system, which in turns lends itself well to the integrated nature of the 
biosphere reserve. Biosphere reserves have particular demonstration value to the 
provincial authorities responsible for their management: they are able to demonstrate 
the cost of growth, and the potential for the mitigation of this cost.  
When considering whether Vietnam’s active engagement with the MAB programme has 
influenced thinking and mindsets in the country, the Secretary-General noted that this 
has to some degree been the case – once again in particular by demonstrating the value 
of collaboration and integration across sectors, disciplines and governance levels. 
However, he also took note that the political system in Vietnam is resistant to rapid 
change – and that the inclination towards cooperation must at times be proactively 
sought. Citing the Red River Delta Biosphere Reserve as an example, he took note of 
the difficulty in enticing three provinces to work together under a common, shared 
objective. While designating a biosphere reserve shared by three provinces made sense 
from an ecological perspective (the biosphere reserve is a significant site for migratory 
birds), from an administrative perspective such a decision entails significant additional 
work in aligning the ambitions of each province in terms of power and influence over 
the site. However, by gradually introducing and encouraging a range of cooperative 
models, the biosphere reserves may help contribute to wider changes in attitudes and 
approaches by the participating provincial authorities. Biosphere reserves also function 
as sites at which new actors – such as non-governmental organizations – can be play a 
constructive role, and where the MAB National Committee and biosphere reserve 
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management authorities may help encourage acceptance of their potential 
contributions.  
As the MAB programme in Vietnam consolidated its position and expanded during the 
2000s, a notion of four core programme objectives was devised. This is significant, in 
that these objectives were not derived from the MAB Secretariat or its associated 
networks. Rather, the four Vietnamese objectives were entirely specific to Vietnam and 
to the particular national and provincial context of the country. The ideas are: 
1) System thinking,  
2) Landscape planning,  
3) Intersectoral coordination  
4) Quality economy. 
 
Abbreviated as SLIQ, these four objectives were developed by the Vietnamese MAB 
National Committee on the assumption that reconciling conservation and development 
cannot be achieved by addressing each challenge in isolation - collaborative, systemic, 
and integrated approaches required for the delivery of sustainable outcomes20. During 
the interview, the Secretary-General noted that: 
“In Vietnamese, there are 16 words. [In English they are] system thinking, 
landscape planning, intersectoral coordination and quality economy. That 
message supports biosphere reserves, and sounds very nice in Vietnamese, but 
[perhaps less so] in English […] System thinking means linking every item, 
every component comes together. So biosphere reserves link biodiversity with 
business, new economy, culture – think of the idea, then apply.” 
The SLIQ approach is implemented not only at each Vietnamese biosphere reserve, but 
also guides the whole of the network as a setting in which diverse groups of 
stakeholders engage in a way of thinking, planning, action and reflection for collective 
learning towards a common goal. In this way, SLIQ is designed not only a guiding 
principle for the implementation of the biosphere reserve concept, but rather a general 
approach to MAB at all levels – bringing together diverse groups for joint and 
collective learning towards a set of shared objectives. SLIQ can be seen as representing 
                                                 
20 Trí, N, Hoa, T, Tuyên, L. (2013) 
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an ideal standard established by the Vietnamese MAB Committee against which to 
gauge the real-life efforts required to attain a sustainable and balanced relationship 
between conservation of nature and local development. Its successful implementation 
requires the acquisition of new knowledge and practices – preconditions that are 
unlikely to be present at each biosphere reserve, in particular during the initial 
development stage, however which can be aspired towards using the application of the 
biosphere reserve concept as a practical tool for implementation.  
 
5.5 International influence 
 
The Secretary-General and other representatives of the Vietnamese MAB National 
Committee have lectured extensively on MAB-Vietnam’s experiences internationally – 
including regular talks in the Republic of Korea, Indonesia, Philippines, China, as well 
as at the ICC. While recognizing and appreciating the interest shown by other countries 
in Vietnam’s successful national MAB programme development, the Secretary-General 
took care to stress the limitations in terms of the degree to which the country’s 
successes could be transferred to other national contexts. Noting that the political, 
economic and social context is different in each country, examples such as Vietnam 
may serve to inspire others – however cannot be considered a blueprint for action in 
different national contexts. He noted that each member state must adopt a stepwise 
approach, reflecting the gradual maturation of the programme and the solutions 
identified at each location. He noted that when advocating for the establishment of a 
biosphere reserve, it makes little sense to praise the overall qualities of the programme 
– focus must be placed on the principal benefit it brings: the harmonization of the 
relationship between people and nature. For this reason, it is essential that each 
biosphere reserve proactively and visibly demonstrate the principle of “development 
for conservation and conservation for development” – places where the local economy 
can grow while nature is conserved and protected. 
To remain relevant, however, this core message must be transmitted through multiple 
media in order to reach the widest possible audience. Speaking in 2011, the Secretary-
General noted that interest in the Committee’s extensive website was waning as more 
users preferred to access and retransmit information using social media platforms such 
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as Facebook and Twitter. At the same time, he observed skepticism from the country’s 
establishment, including academia, as to the relevance of a message that places such 
importance on environment protection. Set against the rapidly growing economy of a 
highly competitive society, a message that may not at first glance appear entirely pro-
business may risk appearing irrelevant to young people. However, he stressed that the 
perceived dichotomy between business/economy and environment is false – 
environmental stewardship may in fact offer business opportunities. It is necessary to 
change this mindset step by step, encouraging the public to visit the biosphere reserves, 
reinforcing MAB’s core ideas and the message that biosphere reserves are not just 
conservation areas, they are pro-development. According to the Secretary-General, this 
can be done by linking the biosphere reserve concept to concepts such as “green 
growth”, and by advocating systems thinking and the integrated nature of the biosphere 
reserve – its incorporation of economic activity as well as culture with the more 
conventional notion of a protected area.  
The Secretary-General expressed general satisfaction with the achievements of the 
Vietnamese MAB programme, taking into consideration the contracted period during 
which it was established and developed in comparison with other countries in the 
region. At the same time, he noted that sustainable financing represents a particular 
challenge to the future development of MAB in Vietnam. While the present-day 
activities of the programme are made possible through funding available from 
government institutions such as the Ministry of Environment, the continued availability 
of such funding cannot be assumed – and the dependency on funding from a limited 
number of government sources does not help build long-term sustainability, for which 
a diversification of funding sources will be required. At the same time, full 
implementation of the biosphere reserve concept will require gradual changes to the 
overall national policy climate serving to facilitate and encourage the integrated 
approach advocated – and required – by MAB and the Vietnamese MAB National 
Committee. 
He also identified challenges facing the MAB programme on the global scale, in 
particular the emergence over the programme’s 50-year history of three generations of 
biosphere reserves with different spatial and institutional organization, and with 
different criteria for implementation. He notes the importance of reviewing the 
implementation of the biosphere reserve concept against today’s standards, and for 
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focus to be placed on the sites that genuinely live up to the standards of the current 
programme – according to which biosphere reserves intended to be learning sites for 
sustainable development. There are encouraging examples of how this role is 
developed, for example in Germany where biosphere reserves are advancing the idea of 
local quality economies21.  
 
5.6 A muddled message? 
 
Finally, the Secretary-General identified as a s significant flaw the lack of a single, easily 
identifiable MAB message. He noted that in contrast with the World Heritage 
Convention, which unequivocally exists to protect cultural and natural heritage of 
outstanding universal value, MAB has no comparable clearly identifiable objective. The lack 
of association with a single, clear and relatable message represents a major weakness in 
the way in which the concepts and values MAB stands for can be communicated. 
Rather than being clear, MAB’s message may appear confused – with several sentences 
required to summarize the principal purpose of the programme. He viewed the labeling 
of biosphere reserves as “learning sites for sustainable development” as encompassing 
an appropriate and clear message. Concluding the interview with his recommendation 
on how the global performance of MAB might be improved, the Secretary General 
noted: 
“I very much suggest that MAB be made very visible among the people in the 
community. How to compare World Heritage sites and biosphere reserves? For 
World Heritage sites […] there is a very, very clear message. But for biosphere 
reserves, we have some confusion – still, until now. […] But if it is not a 
protected area, it should be a learning site, a learning laboratory, linking with 
sustainable development. But we have to make sure of a clear message.” 
With the adoption of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) by the United 
Nations in 2015 and the subsequent MAB Strategy and Lima Action Plan, the 
                                                 
21 A well-known example of this renewed emphasis on associating local economies with the biosphere 
reserve concept is the Rhön Biosphere Reserve, an inter-regional site covering the central area of the 
Rhön Mountains in the states of Hesse, Bavaria and Thuringia. Among other initiatives, Rhön has 
developed a biosphere reserve product branding programme. Details are available at:  
http://projekte.brrhoen.de/dachmarke-rhoen (accessed 3 September 2017). 
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identification of biosphere reserve as experimental sites for sustainable development 
appears both timely and appropriate – responding directly to the call made by the 
Secretary-General in 2011. However, a clear and unequivocal message has yet to 
emerge. On the MAB website, biosphere reserves are identified in the following terms:   
Biosphere reserves are areas comprising terrestrial, marine and coastal 
ecosystems. Each reserve promotes solutions reconciling the conservation of 
biodiversity with its sustainable use. Biosphere reserves are ‘Science for 
Sustainability support sites’ – special places for testing interdisciplinary 
approaches to understanding and managing changes and interactions between 
social and ecological systems, including conflict prevention and management of 
biodiversity22.  
As illustrated in this paragraph, biosphere reserves continue to be defined in multiple, 
parallel terms – as identified by the Secretary-General in 2011. Biosphere reserves are 
areas comprising different ecosystems, promoting the reconciliation of conservation 
and sustainable use. They are “science for sustainability support sites”, special places 
for testing approaches to understanding and managing changes and interactions, 
preventing conflict and managing biodiversity. 
In contrast, World Heritage sites are defined as follows: 
Heritage is our legacy from the past, what we live with today, and what we pass 
on to future generations. Our cultural and natural heritage are both 
irreplaceable sources of life and inspiration. 
Places as unique and diverse as the wilds of East Africa’s Serengeti, the 
Pyramids of Egypt, the Great Barrier Reef in Australia and the Baroque 
cathedrals of Latin America make up our world’s heritage23.  
The Secretary-General sees a clear message as necessary if the MAB programme is to 
obtain and sustain political and financial support in future. While the programme is of 
immense potential value to member states – as the case of Vietnam has clearly 
demonstrated – Vietnam’s engagement with MAB also serves to show how its ability to 
                                                 
22 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-
reserves/. Accessed 25 December 2016. 
23 http://whc.unesco.org/en/about/. Accessed 25 December 2016. 
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enlist broad political and public support requires a clear and concise identification with 
a clear purpose. In Vietnam, the emergence of the SLIQ concept should be seen against 
this background: in the absence of a clear message from the MAB programme itself, a 
clear concept – designed to suit the local context – was developed in its place. 
 
5.7 Conclusions 
 
Vietnam’s engagement with the MAB programme is unique for several reasons, most of 
all for the intensity and efficiency with which a national-level programme was 
established, expanded and maintained. Several factors combined to make this 
achievement possible. Clearly, Vietnam’s own political and economic trajectory at the 
time of engagement – a period of intensive economic growth and “opening up” is - 
significant in this regard. However, just as significant is perhaps the timing of Vietnam’s 
engagement when viewed in the context of the MAB programme itself. As discussed 
above, a pivotal moment in Vietnam’s early contact with MAB was a 1997 regional 
meeting of experts held in Ranong, Thailand, with the objective of elaborating how the 
Seville Strategy could be applied to mangrove ecosystems as preparation for the 
establishment of a mangrove biosphere reserve in Ranong.  
Emerging as an active participant in the programme in the mid-1990s, Vietnam began 
its active engagement with MAB in the aftermath of the publication of the Seville 
Strategy and Statutory Framework through participation in an event that explicitly 
sought to link the new guidelines of the Seville Strategy with the practical 
implementation of a biosphere reserve. The nature of Vietnam’s first actions following 
this event – the immediate preparation of the country’s first biosphere reserve at Can 
Gio - provides an indication of the Seville Conference’s significance. The subsequent 
consolidation and expansion of the programme was grounded in the experiences gained 
through this initial achievement – providing a practical and tangible example of how 
local meaning was developed on the basis of the MAB concepts as articulated in the 
Seville documents. In this interpretation, the publication of the Seville documents can 
be seen as the initial action that sets in motion a series of events leading to Vietnam’s 
rapidly expanding participation in MAB – from the Ranong workshop in 1997, via the 
111 
 
Ho Chi Minh workshop and the establishment of SeaBRnet in 1998, to the nomination 
and inscription of the Can Gio Mangrove Biosphere Reserve in 2001. 
It would now be reasonable to ascribe all credit for this this sequence of events to the 
publication of the Seville documents. Rather, in the case of Vietnam, Seville contributes 
to an overall enabling environment aided by the vision and entrepreneurship of highly 
committed individuals, as well as by a conducive political and economic climate 
through which – among other factors - the enlisting of provincial governments in the 
management of the biosphere reserves is made possible, ensuring ownership and 
commitment towards the concept at the most relevant level of government. 
Considering Vietnam’s early interactions with MAB is in the context of Stocklmayer’s 
field of science communication with the objective of assessing its intended nature, a 
rapid expansion of the field along all three axes can be observed – in line with the 
overall global trend discussed in Chapter 4 above. However, it is important to stress 
that Vietnam not only benefits from this global development. Rather, Vietnam 
represents a significant example of how that trend was manifested within MAB’s 
member states - and of how Vietnam, through its highly visible and active engagement - 
may have served actively as a driver of this process contributing to its advancement at 
the global level. 
When considering the actors participating in science communication activities within 
the Vietnamese MAB programme, it is significant to note that the MAB National 
Committee relatively quickly mobilized a very diverse and multi-tiered network of 
institutions and individuals with a direct interest in the programme. Significant among 
these were the MAB National Committee itself; senior academics, master’s, PhD and 
post-doctoral students at Hanoi University of Education; educators; protected area and 
biosphere reserve managers; local government and community representatives; 
provincial governors; national and international NGOs; the Vietnamese National 
Commission for UNESCO; and other national authorities. Within a very short space of 
time, actors spanning from senior scientists to government officials at multiple levels to 
inhabitants in and around the country’s first biosphere reserves were engaged in 
discussions about the programme’s intentions and impact. 
This rapid mobilization can be contrasted with the initial development of MAB 
National Committees in member states during the early years of the programme, which 
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– while clearly having the intention of actively engaging stakeholders from across 
multiple fields – did not extend their reach to a comparable extent. Vietnam’s ability to 
do so can partly be explained by the initial focus on establishing a biosphere reserve, a 
sequence that enabled the Committee to demonstrate the principles of the programme 
in practice, as well as develop institutional links and lines of communication to the level 
of the individual reserve. By doing so, the breadth of actors contributing to discussions 
within the programme was by necessity expanded to include actors from outside 
academia, such as provincial government officials, protected area managers and 
community representatives.  
In this way, MAB Vietnam ensured that the programme was not limited to academic 
circles. This was done by establishing direct institutional linkages between the MAB 
National Committee, the UNESCO National Commission, the governors under whose 
overall authority the new biosphere reserves were placed; the biosphere reserve 
managers; and the students and staff of the Hanoi University of Education; as well as 
by proactively seeking academic and non-governmental partners both nationally and 
internationally. MAB Vietnam was from the beginning designed to be 
interdepartmental and interdisciplinary.  
It should in this context be noted that, with the initial backing of the central 
government in place, the Vietnamese political landscape offered perhaps better-than-
average opportunities for ensuring buy-in and contributions to the programme at 
provincial and local level, given the country’s relatively centralized political and 
governance structure. Achieving the same degree of national mobilization would 
conceivably be a more difficult task in countries with a more decentralized or 
federalized system. 
In extension hereof, it could also be argued that while the number of actors it engaged 
expanded rapidly after 1997, communications within the MAB community in Vietnam 
retained some one-way qualities – in the manner of decrees emanating from the center 
(the MAB National Committee) to be acted upon by the periphery (the biosphere 
reserves themselves). However, as the above discussion makes clear, provisions were 
included in the programme’s activities serving to counter this tendency – such as the 
organization of annual meetings and social gatherings at which biosphere reserve 
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managers exchange views with each other and with managers of other UNESCO-
designated sites.  
Considering the intended outcomes of communication within the Vietnamese MAB 
community, the Secretary-General confirmed the explicit intention of assisting in the 
formulation of new policies – not confined to a single sector, but rather in a 
transdisciplinary manner across different sectors and levels of government. By 
introducing new governance principles, such as the programme’s SLIQ objectives, 
MAB Vietnam defined its mission so as not only to guide the activities of the biosphere 
reserves, but to generate a nation-wide setting in which “diverse groups of stakeholders 
engage in a way of thinking, planning, action and reflection for collective learning 
towards a common goal”.  
It could be argued that in implementing this approach, MAB Vietnam engages in 
knowledge building as defined by Stocklmayer through the example of “enabling action in 
complex environments through integration of knowledge in order to construct new 
meaning”. In the Vietnamese context, the emerging biosphere reserves represented an 
entirely new and different way of organizing the management of land and resources. By 
setting the objectives not only of each reserve but of the programme as a whole as 
“bringing together diverse stakeholders for planning towards common goals” – and by 
actively engaging non-government organizations and the private sector in doing so – 
Vietnam’s MAB programme was, when viewed against the backdrop of the country’s 
overall governance structures – treading new ground precisely by “integrating 
knowledge in order to construct new meaning”.  In this regard, it is also important to 
recall that MAB Vietnam was met with some resistance – facing questions concerning 
the relevance of environmental protection to the country’s development. MAB 
Vietnam’s response to such questions – stressing an integrated and mutually supportive 
rather than oppositional relationship between environmental and economic concerns – 
would not have been as effective without the country’s biosphere reserves in place to 
demonstrate this relationship in practice. This in turn required for the biosphere 
reserves to be genuinely innovative and oriented towards providing working examples 
of new knowledge generation. The presence of an operational and actively 
implemented biosphere reserve is in this way once more essential to the successful 
engagement with MAB by way of providing a real-life example of the programme’s 
objectives and potential. 
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By postulating SLIQ - a set of objectives specifically designed to the Vietnamese 
context – MAB Vietnam proactively sought to enhance the global MAB discourse and 
ensure greater local relevance. While the end result of the SLIQ approach is open-
ended, in the sense that the approach in a way exemplifies the globally advocated 
objective of having biosphere reserves serve as “living laboratories for sustainable 
development”, the formulation of the objectives and the message they convey is both 
clear and concise. As indicated above, this clarity can be contrasted with the perceived 
absence of a similarly concise identification of MAB’s global mandate.  
Having seized upon MAB – in particular the notion of the biosphere reserve – as the 
conceptual basis for a new integrated approach to conservation and local economic 
development, MAB Vietnam was in spurred to define a new set of objectives – SLIQ – 
in the perceived absence of a clear, easily communicable core MAB message. Since the 
nature and objectives of the biosphere reserve continued to be defined in multiple, 
parallel terms, new terms had to be created for the purposes of communicating MAB in 
the Vietnamese context.  
This leads to a paradox for MAB in the post-Seville context. With the programme’s 
increasing focus on the growing number of biosphere reserves as model regions for 
sustainable development - places from which local solutions to global sustainable 
development challenges, including climate change, can be devised – the diversity of 
contexts in which the programme increases proportionally. As pathways to sustainable 
development by necessity take on multiple forms depending on the local context, tying 
together the core messages of MAB in a clear and concise way becomes an increasingly 
complex task at the national and local level. Vietnam’s development of SLIQ as a local 
offshoot of the lengthier and diffuse MAB objectives can be seen as a reaction to this 
increasing complexity.  
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6. Case study:  Palau 
 
6.1 Background and context 
 
The Republic of Palau is a Small Island Developing State (SIDS) located in the western 
Pacific, east of the island of Mindanao in the southern Philippines. It is conventionally 
regarded as belonging to the Pacific sub-region referred to as Micronesia, which also 
includes the Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, Kiribati and Nauru, 
as well as the US territories of Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana 
Islands. 
 
Settled over 3,000 years ago by successive waves of migrants from Indonesia, New 
Guinea and the Philippines, as well as from outlying Polynesian islands in Micronesia, 
early western contact was made by British and Spanish trading vessels as well as 
missionaries from the 18th century Subsequent to initial contact, Palau experienced four 
periods of colonial domination, beginning with a period of Spanish influence ending 
with Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-American War and the subsequent purchase of the 
islands by Germany 1899. This was followed by a period of German administration24, 
after which Japan assumed control of Palau from the onset of the 1st World War in 
1914 and oversaw a 30-year period of extensive social and economic change ending in 
1944. US control of Palau was formalized in 1947, when the islands became part of the 
US Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands under the auspices of the United Nations25.  
 
Following the adoption of a constitution in 1981, Palau became internally self-
governing in 1981, voting in 1993 to enter into a Compact of Free Association with the 
United States – the delay caused by disagreements regarding the new country’s 
constitution’s provision against the presence of nuclear weapons on Palauan territory 
and the incompatibility of this provision with the Compact’s terms.  Following a decade 
                                                 
24 During the German administration of Palau, anthropologists Augustin Krämer and Anneliese Eilers 
wrote three volumes on the islands that form the Republic of Palau today. The volumes were part of a 
series of seven, published under the title “Ergebnisse der Südsee-Expedition, 1908-1910”  (“Results of 
the South Seas expedition 1908-1910). Extensively illustrated and very detailed, the books – in particular 
Augustin Krämer’s volume on the islands of the Palauan archipelago - remain an important resource of 
information about the people and traditions of Palau today.   
25 Encyclopædia Britannica online. Available at 
http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/439255/Palau. Accessed 23 November 2016. 
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of political instability, Palau obtained independence under the terms of the compact in 
October 1994, and joined the United Nations the following December26.  
 
Palau is a federal republic composed of 16 States. A submission to the Second Meeting 
of ASPACO (Asia-Pacific Cooperation for the Sustainable Use of Renewable Natural 
Resources in Biosphere Reserves and Similarly Managed Areas - see below) on 
conservation efforts at Palau’s Ngaremeduu Bay – which would later become a 
biosphere reserve, noted that:  
 
“Palau is governed by Olbil Era Kelulau (OEK), which is comprised of a House 
of Representatives (one member elected from each State) and a [nine-member] 
Senate. Each State has a Governor and Head of State and its own 
administration. There is a Council of Chiefs made up of one chief from each 
State. The council advises the President on matters concerning tradition and 
custom. The authority of the chiefs is increasing and there is widespread and 
increasing interest in tradition and custom.” UNESCO (2001), p. 72.  
 
The paragraph provides an illustration of a political system in which parliamentary 
institutions modeled on the United States mesh with traditional authorities to form the 
basic system of governance in Palau. Two factors regarding Palau’s governance are 
noteworthy for the analysis of the country’s participation in the MAB programme. 
Firstly, Palau is – even among SIDS – a very small country with a total of less than 
20,000 inhabitants. Secondly, from the early years of Palau’s independence, the notions 
of “tradition and custom” have been held in high regard with local/traditional 
authorities holding a relatively high degree of autonomy over land and resource use 
decisions. This community autonomy is reflected in the federated nature of the country. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
26 Encyclopædia Britannica online: http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/439255/Palau. 
Accessed 23 November 2016  
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6.2 Palau, UNESCO and MAB 
 
Palau joined UNESCO on September 20, 1999. The Palau National Commission for 
UNESCO – the Government of Palau’s formal counterpart – was from the outset 
established as a fully-fledged commission, chaired by the Minister of Education and 
with the chief civil servant of the Ministry serving as Secretary-General. Representatives 
of other government and affiliated organizations active in UNESCO’s areas of 
competence (National Museum, Ministry of Resources and Development, etc.) served 
as members of the Commission, which held regular meetings. 
  
Palau’s relatively rapid establishment of a functioning national counterpart structure - a 
full national commission with members drawn from multiple sectors - is a significant 
achievement given the country’s small size and multiple international obligations - Palau 
is among a minority of Pacific island countries that have been able to do so. While the 
work of the UNESCO National Commission is in many SIDS is administered by as a 
part-time activity of a single government official, the breadth and active nature of 
Palau’s National Commission in the years following the country’s admission as a 
UNESCO member state placed Palau in a strong position to actively engage both 
government bodies and civil society in UNESCO’s work.   
 
During the months following Palau’s admission, staff members of the UNESCO Apia 
Office – the organization’s representative office to the Pacific sub-region including 
Australia, New Zealand and 15 Pacific SIDS - began a series of official visits to the 
country in order to brief the Palau National Commission for UNESCO on the 
Organization’s various programmes and activities in the Pacific, as well as to initiate 
formal collaboration and the provision of technical support to the country. 
 
Initial contact between Palau and the MAB programme was made through Palau’s 
participation in a regional scientific meeting organized in November 2001 by the 
UNESCO Apia Office in partnership with the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and the Secretariat of the Regional Environment Programme 
(SPREP) under the title “The Second Meeting of ASPACO – People and places: Pacific 
Island approaches to integrated coastal conservation and sustainable human 
development”. A key objective of the meeting was to initiate discussion on the 
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potential of the WNBR to serve as a vehicle for biodiversity conservation and 
integrated management of natural resources in the Pacific region. (UNESCO (2001), 
p.1)  
 
This regional consideration of MAB’s potential relevance and applicability in the Pacific 
was made in a specific context defined by the approaching closure of a decade-long 
subregional UNDP- Global Environment Facility (GEF)-funded and SPREP-executed 
conservation project, the South Pacific Biodiversity Conservation Programme (SPBCP). 
The Apia meeting discussed in detail both ongoing and planned nature conservation 
and integrated management issues and activities in the Pacific, with particular focus on 
the achievements of SPBCP and its emphasis on conserving Pacific biodiversity 
through the application of “uniquely Pacific approaches” (UNESCO, 2001, pp.1-2).  
Participating in the meeting were a number SPBCP counterparts -  known as CASOs 
(Conservation Area Support Officers) - from participating countries, including Palau. 
Within this overall context, UNESCO presented MAB and the WNBR as a flexible tool 
with the potential to bestow international recognition on community-driven and locally 
defined conservation efforts. 
 
UNESCO’s message and invitation to extend and secure international visibility for the 
efforts made in the context of SPBCP - through which a total of 17 conservation areas 
in 12 Pacific island countries had been established in principle, however implemented 
to varying degrees - received a positive response from a number of countries (UNDP 
2002, pp.25-30). Palau in particular expressed interest, identifying the SPBCP 
conservation area Ngaremeduu as a potential biosphere reserve.  
 
The simultaneous interest of UNDP-GEF/SPBCP and MAB/WNBR in considering 
international recognition for Pacific island biodiversity conservation sites provided a 
convenient bridge between the two programmes, allowing interested member states and 
CASOs to begin discussions with UNESCO on possible MAB recognition of their 
SPBCP conservation areas. This process was facilitated by the fact that a considerable 
amount of the work required for the nomination of a biosphere reserve - such as 
biodiversity surveys, management plan development, zonation, etc. – had already been 
completed as part of the SPBCP work programme.  
 
119 
 
In early 2002, the author of this thesis made an official visit to Palau with the primary 
purpose of confirming Palau's interest in establishing a biosphere reserve at the 
Ngaremeduu Bay SPBCP site. Through the ASPACO project, Palau was offered the 
possibility of submitting a proposal for strengthening of the conservation management 
at Ngaremeduu, a process through which Palau would simultaneously assemble the 
technical information required for the submission of a biosphere reserve nomination 
dossier.  
 
Below is reproduced an excerpt from the author’s report of the visit as submitted to 
UNESCO. The excerpt may serve as an illustration of the process by which a country 
becomes engaged with the MAB programme.  
"Ngaremeduu has for several years been one of 17 Pacific island sites under the 
UNDP-funded, SPREP-executed South Pacific Biodiversity Conservation 
Program (SPBCP), an association that has ensured a range of activities being 
carried out to its benefit, including capacity-building among CASO and 
managers, management plan development, initiation of eco-tourism activities, 
initiation of zonation and mapping, and regional recognition of Ngaremeduu 
Bay as an experimental site for integrated conservation and sustainable human 
development. SPBCP has now terminated leaving behind considerable progress 
at Ngaremeduu Bay, however not quite succeeding in achieving a sustainable 
level of management capacity.  
 
Ngaremeduu Bay presently approaches a status at which a biosphere reserve 
designation would be possible, however with very limited resources available 
towards ensuring that sustainable management arrangements are put into place. 
A potential ASPACO submission from Palau for Ngaremeduu Bay would focus 
on providing such resources in an interim period, with long-term sustainable 
management of the conservation area as its key objective.  
 
[T]he Palau Minister of Resources and Development, Fritz Koshiba [...] 
expressed strong interest in both the ASPACO project in general, as well as in 
the possibility of initiating a pilot project at Ngaremeduu Bay. The Minister 
further expressed his strong support for Palau to look into the possibility of 
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formally joining the MAB program and the [World] Network of biosphere 
reserves. 
 
A meeting was subsequently held with [the Ngaremeduu Bay Conservation Area 
CASO and] the Nature Conservancy (TNC), the most active international 
environmental non-government organization in Palau, in order to establish the 
key priorities for development of the Ngaremeduu Conservation Area, and the 
areas in which ASPACO might contribute towards these [...]  The meeting 
resulted in the commitment by [the CASO] to submit to UNESCO Apia by the 
second week of March a draft concept paper for activities at Ngaremeduu Bay 
to be addressed by UNESCO through the ASPACO project.   
 
It is expected that once the Ngaremeduu Bay ASPACO pilot project is under 
way, the procedure of formalizing Palau’s association with the MAB program 
will be initiated with the identification of a MAB Focal Point and the possible 
formation of a MAB National Committee with membership from key agencies, 
in particular the Ministry of Resources and Development, the Office for 
Environmental Response and Coordination, and the UNESCO National 
Commission. However, a national agreement on the role of each agency in such 
a Committee would have to be elaborated at the national level before 
submitting a formal request to UNESCO for recognition of such a committee. 
It is suggested that [the CASO], through the offices of the Minister, take the 
lead in initiating such an agreement.” 
 
As the excerpt shows, three elements served as particularly strong driving forces behind 
the initiation of collaboration with MAB: 
 
1. Interest in securing continued development of capacity in a 
scientific/technical field - the sustainable management of the Ngaremeduu 
Bay Conservation Area, itself an entity defined on the basis of biodiversity 
conservation criteria.  
2. Interest in securing long-term international recognition of the work 
undertaken at Ngaremeduu Bay Conservation Area in the context of the 
SPBCP project through engagement with a global programme. 
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3. Interest in engaging actively with UNESCO’s programmes and securing 
visible and tangible evidence and benefits from Palau’s recent UNESCO 
membership. 
 
Palau’s rapid establishment of a biosphere reserve is atypical among SIDS, many of 
which have yet to establish a national MAB infrastructure and nominate biosphere 
reserves. The country’s successful engagement with the programme can be ascribed to 
several factors. The presence of a well-established UNESCO National Commission 
benefitting from momentum and national attention granted by the country’s recent 
independence and UNESCO membership, as well as the existence of a candidate site 
developed and assisted through a project with compatible objectives, clearly 
contributed in this regard. An additional benefit - that also played a role in the 
neighboring Federated States of Micronesia - was the long-term presence in the 
Micronesian sub-region of the conservation NGO the Nature Conservancy, which 
during the period provided institutional support to the development and maintenance 
of local environmental NGOs. Such organizations included the Palau Conservation 
Society in Palau as well as the Conservation Society of Pohnpei and the Kosrae 
Conservation and Safety Organization in the Federated States of Micronesia. To 
varying degrees, these NGOs played an active role in supporting the establishment of 
biosphere reserves in Palau, Pohnpei and Kosrae – particularly in the Federated States 
of Micronesia. 
6.3 Formalizing MAB 
 
Following initial discussions with UNESCO on the possible establishment of a Palauan 
biosphere reserve at Ngaremeduu during 2001-2002, a national MAB focal point for 
Palau was informally established, based at the Bureau of Marine Resources in Palau’s 
then capital of Koror. The focal point role remained informally constituted until 2004 
when Ngaremeduu – and the existing Ngaremeduu Conservation Area - was formally 
approved as a biosphere reserve. Once again reflecting Palau’s small size – and in 
recognition of the considerable work done during the programme’s early years - the 
role of national focal point for MAB and focal point for the country’s only biosphere 
reserve was in 2004 entrusted to the same officer, the Marine Protected Area Manager 
at Palau’s Bureau of Marine Resources. 
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While a Palau focal point for MAB was informally recognized soon after initial 
discussions on the country’s engagement with the programme, Palau did not formally 
establish a full MAB Committee – as would normally be expected. Instead, Palau opted 
to assign to a single individual the responsibility for coordinating the practical aspects 
of Palau’s engagement with the programme. Palau’s choice of establishing a focal point 
rather than a full national committee can be seen as a direct consequence of the 
country’s size and position as a new United Nations member with a rapidly increasing 
number of international obligations and limited capacity to serve them. In this context, 
the establishment of a full committee would have risked overlaps with the recently-
established Palau National Commission for UNESCO, as well as draw upon the same 
(already heavily committed) individuals for membership. In the arrangement chosen by 
Palau’s National Commission for UNESCO, the focal point would be expected take 
charge of substantive issues relating to Palau’s participation in MAB, while maintaining 
regular contact with the Commission.  
 
While MAB member states may gain considerable benefits from a strong national MAB 
community represented by a committee with membership from multiple government 
agencies, academia and other stakeholders, it can be argued that this choice would 
simply not be practical in Palau’s case. Furthermore, it should be noted that given 
Palau’s limited size, the requirements imposed by membership of United Nations and 
other bi- and multilateral frameworks places considerable strain on the country’s limited 
government bureaucracy. The extensive and growing reporting requirements to MEAs 
(Multilateral Environmental Agreements) had by the late 90s become a cause for 
concern across the Pacific islands region, with member states required to regularly 
produce substantive reports to a wide range of agencies and bodies – often to an extent 
that necessitated the contracting of overseas consultant expertise. For a detailed 
discussion of this dilemma, and the efforts of SPREP and other partners to address it, 
see Key, J. and Peteru, C. (2011).  
 
Likewise, the formation of distinct national committees and other counterpart bodies to 
the UN and other agencies had by the late 90s proliferated considerably. Against this 
background, it is perhaps unlikely that a full MAB Committee would have been able to 
meet regularly and fulfil its intended functions in accordance with the Seville Strategy 
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and Statutory Framework. The option chosen by Palau – to embed the essential 
counterpart functions of a National Committee with a single individual – was over the 
following years selected by several other Pacific island countries, allowing them to 
retain an active line of communication to the MAB programme without drawing on the 
already over-committed national environmental authorities.  
 
At the same time, Palau could reasonably argue that in its well-established and active 
National Commission for UNESCO, a strong counterpart body for the Organization as 
a whole, was already in place and in position to provide the required institutional 
backstopping and support. While the choice of a single focal point was therefore a 
pragmatic and reasonable choice for Palau, it did bring with it one considerable risk. By 
placing the responsibility for Palau’s engagement – and communication - with MAB in 
the hands of a single individual working in a small government entity, the in-country 
presence of that individual would take on paramount importance. As the principal 
liaison point between the UNESCO National Commission, the Ngaremeduu Biosphere 
Reserve, the scientific community and other stakeholders, the absence of the focal 
point over any length of time would represent a significant risk to the active 
engagement with the MAB programme of a country the size of Palau’s. When the Palau 
national MAB focal point a few years after Ngaremeduu’s designation went on an 
extended period of study leave overseas, one result was a deterioration in the flow of 
communication between the Palau-based stakeholders (see below).  
 
In a larger government bureaucracy – in a larger country – the identification of an 
alternate focal point would perhaps not have posed a particular difficulty. However, in a 
country of Palau’s size - where single individuals frequently hold bi- and multilateral 
engagement responsibilities assigned to entire units or departments in larger countries - 
such situations represent a considerable challenge. Frequently, there may be nobody to 
hand over responsibilities to – and where there is, the assigned person may already be 
overburdened with reporting and representational requirements to other programmes 
(Key, J. and Peteru, C. (2011), p. 288).  
 
It is interesting to note that for the role as Palau national MAB focal point – fulfilling a 
set of duties formally intended for a full committee drawn from the member state’s 
scientific elite – the country did not select a scientist as such. Rather, the focal point 
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was selected on the basis of her experience as a CASO – a field relations officer with 
some environmental science background, however equally if not more experienced in 
developing and maintaining relations with the Palau’s indigenous communities and local 
authorities. The choice of focal point was pragmatic: in order for Palau to benefit from 
the MAB programme, the country would need a person able to liaise – to communicate 
– between the biosphere reserve, the national authorities, and the international MAB 
community. By selecting the former CASO, Palau ensured that their MAB Focal Point  
1) had considerable international experience and networks gained through her 
time with SPBCP; 
2) as an indigenous Palauan and former CASO with specific responsibilities for 
Ngaremeduu, was recognized and appreciated by the local communities in the 
country’s first biosphere reserve; and  
3) as a government employee, served as an integrated member of the national level 
governance system.   
 
While clearly offering tangible advantages in Palau’s context, it is unlikely that this 
choice would have been foreseen – or appreciated – at the time of MAB’s 
establishment. Palau’s choice of national counterpart structure (individual rather than 
committee) and choice of the focal point’s professional and personal background 
(community member and liaison office rather than trained scientist) diverge 
considerably from how UNESCO member states have conventionally chosen to engage 
with the MAB programme. They are, however, indicative of the way in which MAB in 
the post-Seville context was able to attract new interest from a completely different 
constituency that recognized value in the programme’s ability to bestow international 
recognition on, provide management guidance for, and protect community-driven 
conservation efforts – rather than for its ecological science merits. Initiated with the 
focus and guidance on biosphere reserve management provided in the Seville Strategy, 
this new perspective on MAB’s utility and purpose is reflected in all three case studies 
examined in this thesis, irrespective of their very different institutional contexts.    
 
Conversely, it should be noted that the absence in Palau and some other SIDS of well-
established national scientific institutions and scientific research traditions and 
125 
 
capacities to some degree plays a role in undermining their ability to engage actively 
with the MAB programme and to derive the full potential benefits from it. In SIDS and 
other small developing countries, the established scientific institutions that in larger 
countries traditionally play a key role in shaping the national infrastructure of the MAB 
programme – such as for example the Chinese Academy of Sciences in China and 
Hanoi University of Education in Vietnam – are not present. This leaves the designated 
government department alone with a facilitation and management task normally shared 
between several larger institutions, and without the networks and resources to draw 
upon for representation in and engagement with MAB’s governing and advisory bodies, 
joint MAB-affiliated research projects, and other international cooperation. 
 
 
6.4 Communicating MAB  
  
Over the course of an extensive interview conducted in 2011, the Palau national MAB 
focal point shared her experiences and interpretation of the recent history and change 
processes occurring over the course of Palau’s engagement with the MAB programme 
from the country’s first contacts with MAB in 2001 and throughout the subsequent 
decade.  
 
Taking a point of departure in the initial motivation for Palau’s participation in MAB, 
the Focal Point took note that the decision to engage with MAB was taken on her 
personal initiative with the objective of exploring how the programme might benefit 
Palau’s conservation efforts. In terms of the added value provided by MAB – the 
difference that MAB is able to make at the site and country level - the focal point 
highlighted in particular the programme’s emphasis on the interface between 
conservation and sustainable development: 
 
“One of the key things that I see about the programme is that it is not just 
promoting conservation of special protected areas or special sites, it basically 
promotes sustainable development – which is something that is totally different 
from a lot of the other […] sites like Ramsar sites and World Heritage sites, 
protected areas and whatever sites are out there. I think one of the key things 
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about the MAB programme that I am very impressed about it the fact that we 
are trying to promote conservation and protection of certain important sites, 
but at the same time we are encouraging the involvement of local communities 
in the management of the areas and at the same time encouraging sustainable 
development – which to me is probably something new in terms of the whole 
concept of a protected area or a biosphere reserve.” 
 
That the decision for a member state to seek participation in an intergovernmental 
programme should be made on the basis of a personal decision by a junior government 
official (in this case, a CASO) demonstrates the significance of individual action in a 
small island context. Where the decision to engage with an intergovernmental 
programme such as MAB would conventionally have been a complex matter likely 
involving several government agencies and academic institutions, it was for Palau and 
its neighboring country the Federated States of Micronesia a matter of individuals 
making the most of a new opportunity for enlisting support towards conservation 
efforts at the local and national level. This denotes a radically different entry point for 
MAB from that originally imagined, extending access to the programme far beyond the 
scientific and intergovernmental institutions from which it originated.  
 
The focal point noted that her taking on the role as national MAB focal point was not 
at first seen as part of her formal duties, but rather as an informal extension of ongoing 
efforts to maximize the benefits to conservation legislation and institutional 
arrangements in the country, and at the Ngaremeduu Conservation Area in particular. 
She stressed that her approach to MAB came about as a result of her participation in a 
UNESCO-MAB event in Samoa in 2001, rather than as the result of a formal 
institutional decision. While formal approval of Palau’s engagement with MAB and the 
establishment of the Ngaremeduu Biosphere Reserve was in due course granted by the 
appropriate authorities, the driving force behind Palau’s initial engagement were the 
actions of a single individual acting on the basis of a personal choice made within the 
duties and responsibilities assigned to her position. 
 
While this sequence of events has ensured a very high degree of commitment and 
ownership of Palau’s MAB engagement at the individual focal point level, the lack of a 
formal institutional process engaging a range of higher-level government officials and 
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senior academics – such as would have normally accompanied the formal establishment 
of a MAB National Committee – may have contributed to MAB’s relatively limited 
institutional recognition and visibility of at the national level in Palau. In choosing its 
path, Palau faced a dilemma shared with other small countries engaging with MAB. 
While the governmental and academic networks in a country of less than 20,000 people 
may be so limited so as to make the establishment of a formal MAB National 
Committee difficult – in particular considering Palau’s many commitments to 
multilateral environmental agreements, as discussed above – the absence of such a 
committee places the sole responsibility for the country’s engagement in the hands of a 
single individual. This in turn leaves the programme very vulnerable in the event of 
personnel changes or other unforeseen circumstances.  
 
In Palau’s case, the MAB focal point left Palau after a few years in the position in order 
to begin a postgraduate research programme with an Australian university. During her 
time in Australia, she continued fulfilling her assigned duties when possible, meeting 
with the Ngaremeduu communities during regular visits to Palau and liaising with 
government entities by email. However, without the physical presence of a focal point 
in the country, it would have been practically impossible for the Palauan MAB 
programme to live up to its full potential. 
 
While the above circumstances would have placed some limitations on the strength of 
Palau’s national MAB structure, the focal point made clear that communications from 
the MAB Secretariat over the course of Palau’s engagement with the programme have 
been limited. The lack of regular communication from the MAB Secretariat – whether 
from UNESCO’s Office for the Pacific States in Apia (Samoa) or from UNESCO 
Headquarters – was identified as being a major constraint to the programme’s impact in 
Palau. In this context, she noted that the only direct communication she had ever 
received from the MAB Secretariat at UNESCO Headquarters related not to her 
function as focal point but rather to her membership of the International Advisory 
Committee for Biosphere Reserves - a committee of experts recruited from MAB 
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member countries providing advice to the MAB Bureau and ICC on the biosphere 
reserve nominations and evaluations27.  
 
It should be noted that the manner in which Palau established its focal point structure, 
only formalizing this after three years of engagement with the programme – may have 
contributed to this situation. Formal correspondence from the MAB Secretariat is 
frequently addressed to the MAB Committee with a copy sent to the UNESCO 
National Commission. In member states where no MAB Committee has been 
established, it is likely that any correspondence concerning Palau’s engagement with 
MAB would have been sent to the National Commission – which may or may not have 
forwarded this correspondence to the focal point. Given the very large volume of 
correspondence transmitted to UNESCO National Commissions across the many areas 
of the organization’s work, it is possible that this situation may have contributed to the 
limited correspondence reaching the focal point. 
 
While it appears clear that only very limited information from the MAB Secretariat 
reached her during the first decade of the country’s engagement with MAB, the focal 
point’s impression of the Secretariat’s ability to listen to and act upon concerns and 
issues raised by Palau and other member states is nonetheless very positive. Particular 
significance in this regard is attached to the 2008 3rd Biosphere Reserve Congress held 
in Madrid, Spain. Building on regular exchanges between Palau and other new MAB 
countries in the Pacific - loosely organized in the Pacific MAB Network (PacMAB) 
coordinated by the Science Programme Specialist at the UNESCO Apia Office - a 
document summarizing a series of Pacific concerns and issues was drafted at a 
preparatory meeting held in Brisbane in September 2007 with participation from Palau 
as well as four other Pacific island countries with newly established or emerging MAB 
programmes. These issues were then communicated to a global audience through the 
participation of the Palau and Federated States of Micronesia MAB focal points at the 
                                                 
27 The Palau focal point’s membership of this body came about as a result of her participation in the 3rd 
World Congress of Biosphere Reserves held in early 2008 in Madrid, Spain. Having played an active role 
in discussions at this event, arguing strongly for the recognition of the particular circumstances impacting 
the participation of SIDS in the MAB programme, the Palau Focal Point was subsequently invited to be a 
member of the Committee. As a young, female, indigenous young government official in a body 
conventionally composed of senior representatives of MAB’s scientific constituencies, the appointment 
of the Palau Focal Point is once again indicative of the changes increasingly occurring in MAB during the 
post-Seville period. 
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3rd Biosphere Reserve Congress in February 2008. During this event, the Palau MAB 
focal point actively called for action to address the particular concerns and priorities of 
small island countries, asking that these be recognized by the programme and reflected 
in global documents. The Pacific interventions were duly reflected in the discussions 
and outcome documents of the conference, to the satisfaction of Palau and other small 
island delegations. In this way, the Palau and Ngaremeduu focal point experience – 
representing at once the site and national level – was that of a MAB programme 
through which thorough efforts at regular communication with network members were 
not actively pursued by the Secretariat, but through which the Secretariat was both 
willing and able to ensure the transmission of communication in the opposite direction.  
 
This perception is likely to be related to the context in which these flows of 
communication take place. Given the large and steadily rising number of biosphere 
reserves, it has over the years become increasingly difficult for UNESCO’s limited 
secretariat to maintain frequent communication with all sites. However, at targeted 
global events such as the biosphere reserve congresses - at which the entire secretariat 
is mobilized along with reinforcements from the network and the host country - it is 
possible for the secretariat to give particular attention to issues brought forward by 
network members and to act upon them. It is noteworthy that the Palau focal point 
made a specific intervention in Madrid calling for particular attention to be given to the 
importance of maintaining active communications with all network members – asking 
for the Secretariat to take clear, practical steps to ensure that the network remains active 
at all times, not only in the context of face-to-face meetings and conferences. 
 
 
6.5 The Palauan MAB experience: benefits and challenges 
 
Among the benefits of MAB identified by the Palau focal point as being the most 
significant, two stand out. One is the networked nature of MAB, which she sees as 
representing MAB’s essential added value. By connecting sites facing similar challenges 
and working towards similar objectives in interlinked subregional, thematic and global 
networks, MAB offers a mechanism through which to seek help, guidance, advice and 
exchange. The focal point identified this potential not only as having critical importance 
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to the biosphere reserves, but also as an area in which additional support from the 
secretariat is critically needed. She stressed that financial support for managerial and 
scientific exchange programmes, joint research, training, cooperative visits and related 
activities is often very hard to come by for biosphere reserves located in small island 
countries – particularly so in the Pacific, where distances and travel costs are 
considerable. 
 
This observation points to a particular constraint to engagement with MAB faced by 
small island states. In order to benefit from the international linkages and 
communication flows that the programme offers, an initial investment to enable 
participation – whether through occasional in-person participation in events and 
activities or through internet-based engagement, for example in scientific and 
management-related networks – is required. For small countries with limited human 
and financial resources and infrastructure, the gap between what is available and what is 
required risks rendering the communications-related benefits of MAB partially or 
wholly out of reach. 
 
This constraint is further compounded by the financial and logistical constraints facing 
the MAB secretariat. The Palau focal point took note that if the secretariat is unable to 
provide support for this basic function – to maintain the ability of the sites to draw 
direct benefits from the network itself – MAB may face a major problem in terms of its 
credibility.  
 
In other words, the ability to engage in site-to-site exchanges and communication 
emerges in the Palauan case as a defining feature of MAB – if this is compromised, the 
credibility of the programme as a whole follows suit.  Closely related hereto is the 
impression – expressed by the focal point - that the secretariat’s capacity to monitor 
implementation of the biosphere reserve concept at the site level is lacking. She 
expressed her core concerns about MAB’s presence and impact as follows: 
 
“One of the things that I feel that are lacking with the MAB programme is the 
fact that there is very limited funding involved, and in terms of following up on 
sites – whether they’re fully implemented based on the criteria – I think that is 
lacking. That is not happening in the UNESCO Secretariat, the MAB 
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Secretariat. And so, basically, that trickles down to the […] local communities, 
the local governments and the national governments. [It loses] the strength to 
make sure the programme is sustainable and long-term.” 
 
It should in this regard be noted that following the approval of a biosphere reserve, 
reporting on the status and monitoring of implementation is not required for a decade. 
Furthermore, given the limitations of the secretariat, regular communication on 
progress and implementation of MAB at the global level is not likely to occur. 
According to the Palau focal point, this lack of communication – unintentionally 
conveying the impression of a laissez-faire approach to the sites once approved – has a 
“trickle down” effect to the national government and the local communities: if 
UNESCO does not consider it important to undertake quality control and does not 
verify that this is done by the national and local authorizes, there is little reason to 
invest in such mechanisms. This in turn is seen as causing MAB and the biosphere 
reserve concept to lack sustainability and to gradually lose strength. The focal point 
here identifies a key challenge to the MAB programme: the perceived loss of strength, 
sustainability and impact resulting from the lack of regular communication from the 
Secretariat; communication which - given the growing number of biosphere reserves 
and the financial constraints faced by the secretariat - cannot be expected to increase in 
frequency without a fundamental change of MAB’s current reporting and monitoring 
practice. 
 
The second key benefit of MAB is the status it bestows – an international seal of 
approval of local efforts. While making clear that the designation of Ngaremeduu as a 
biosphere reserve had not caused any major differences at the site level – no increased 
research activity, no increased tourism arrivals – the status as an international site holds 
value in itself, primarily in terms of the increased visibility of the site as s a conservation 
area. The Palau focal point identified the local pride associated with an international 
designation and the sense of local achievement and ownership this engenders as 
particular benefits – a clear signal from the international community that local 
conservation efforts are noticed and appreciated. This recognition bestows status, 
which reinforces the value and recognition of the site at local and national level. She 
notes that “the whole point of Ngaremeduu becoming a member of the World 
Network of Biosphere Reserves was to try to gain that international recognition, and to 
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share experience with others”, however goes on to stress that – at the time of the 
interview - the site had yet to fully benefit from and contribute to this sharing of 
experience.  
 
In summary, Ngaremeduu and Palau have benefitted from participating in the 
programme at a symbolic level – by obtaining the designation as a biosphere reserve 
itself. However, substantive benefits have yet to be derived from participation in the 
programme at a practical level – by engaging in the exchange and sharing mechanisms 
that the programme offers. 
 
While the value of the biosphere reserve designation in itself is not immediately 
associated with the performance of MAB and the network, there is nonetheless a 
connection between the two. The value of the international designation is dependent 
upon the credibility enjoyed by the programme. If this credibility is compromised due 
to the limited performance of the network in terms of its ability to stimulate 
communication, exchanges, mutual learning and sharing and other network function, a 
negative impact upon the value of the designation can be expected to follow.  
 
The Palau focal point made clear that Palau’s limited engagement with the MAB 
network is not solely the result of limited communication from the secretariat, but also 
of Palau not utilizing the network by pro-actively making contact with other biosphere 
reserves in order to initiate and maintain networking. As discussed in the chapter on 
Vietnam, a pro-active approach by a MAB focal point and/or national committee has 
the potential to trigger a number of additional benefits.  
 
However, Palau and other small island developing states face particular constraints in 
this regard – with limited human and financial resources, geographical isolation, high 
turnover of staff and a number of multilateral environmental agreements drawing upon 
the same limited number of officials, pro-actively “forcing” engagement with a single 
programme without additional financial or human resources is often not practically 
possible. While recognizing that by not proactively seeking information from the 
Secretariat when required, Palau may have underutilized resources made available by 
UNESCO, it remains that such requests should not be the only way to access basic 
information about the programme. To optimize delivery of MAB materials to members 
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of the network, the Palau focal point suggested that such information should be 
circulated (unprompted) by the secretariat on a regular basis. 
 
Increasing access to information-sharing through high-speed internet access in Pacific 
SIDS should over time increase the volume of MAB-related information received by 
and acted upon by member states such as Palau. However, it is as yet uncertain whether 
this is the case. The increasing volume of MAB-related information available online is 
accompanied by a general rise in the volume of information available, as well as by an 
increase in the expectation that this information be accessed and acted upon. Where a 
problem in Palau’s recent past may have been for the right person (the focal point) to 
access the right piece of information (official correspondence from the MAB 
Secretariat), the focal point is today more likely to receive very large volumes of 
correspondence and information relating to the full range of Palau’s international and 
multilateral commitments – and to face the challenge of locate the most pertinent and 
relevant information.  
 
 
6.6 Conclusions 
 
While Palau’s engagement with MAB has faced a number of constraints, it nonetheless 
illustrates how the post-Seville Strategy period allowed new member countries – 
countries that might conventionally not have been able to access any benefits from the 
programme – the possibility of joining and actively participating in MAB. The Seville 
Strategy’s focus on the management of biosphere reserves – expressed in practical, 
approachable terms directed at the managers themselves - offered an opening to the 
programme to countries and communities beyond its original constituency of the well-
established ecological sciences community. By directing its recommendations to the 
biosphere reserves themselves, the language of the Seville Strategy served to make 
MAB a more accessible from the point of view of countries without access to 
established scientific networks.  In this way, Palau’s engagement with MAB and the 
approval of its Ngaremeduu Biosphere Reserve - along with Utwe (2005) and And 
Atoll (2007) in the neighboring Federated States of Micronesia – serve highlight a new 
approachability in the MAB programme.  
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The successful recognition of Ngaremeduu, Utwe and And Atoll challenged the 
conventional approach to biosphere reserves in terms of size (being smaller than 
conventionally recommended), spatial organization (core areas were clearly defined, but 
on the understanding that local communities would be able to access and manage them 
in accordance with established local/community practice), as well as in terms of the 
driving forces behind the nominations (all three biosphere reserves were largely driven 
and promoted by former CASOs from the SPBCP project, local NGOs, and the local 
communities themselves rather than by national authorities and/or scientific 
institutions).  
 
Palau and the Federated States of Micronesia’s participation in the 2008 Madrid World 
Congress of Biosphere Reserves confirmed that the new approaches taken to biosphere 
reserve nomination and development by the participating Pacific island countries were 
not only being tolerated – as evidenced by the approval of their nomination dossiers - 
but were listened to and recognized by the global biosphere reserve community.  The 
global MAB community had several incentives to be supportive of the emerging Pacific 
sites. As discussed above, implementation of the Seville Strategy and Statutory 
Framework in itself served to make MAB more accessible. However, perhaps more 
importantly, MAB’s original objective of serving as a truly global biosphere monitoring 
network through which impacts of human interaction with the environment could be 
gauged across all major biomes remained somewhat incomplete due to the absence of 
established biosphere reserve in the independent Pacific island countries. The approval 
of Ngaremeduu, Utwe and And went a long way towards achieving this objective, 
extending the network’s reach into the western and central Pacific. 
 
Palau also provides an illustrative example of the particular constraints faced by small 
nations – and the biosphere reserves within their territories - in engaging with the MAB 
programme. A number of bottlenecks related to Palau’s size limit the flow of 
information between the international secretariat, the national counterpart, and the 
country’s one biosphere reserve. Most significant among these are the limited human 
and financial resources available to Palau’s national-level MAB counterpart institutions. 
This limitation in turn leads to the reliance upon single individuals to maintain 
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communication flows with resulting vulnerability to personnel changes and loss of 
institutional memory.  
 
A second limiting factor in Palau’s engagement with MAB is the absence of a well-
established scientific community in the country. While considerable ecological research 
takes place in Palau (in particular relating to the marine environment), much of this is 
funded and implemented by overseas institutions working in partnership with smaller 
Palauan counterparts. Such activities provide only a limited contribution to the 
development of a strategic, long-term research tradition in the country. Without an 
established scientific community from which to draw expertise, human resources and 
data, the benefits Palau is able to derive from its MAB membership are limited to areas 
relating primarily to the management of its biosphere reserve – areas that are 
traditionally the purview of the national authorities within which its national focal point 
is based. 
 
While the Palauan example has clearly identified flaws in the dissemination of 
information by the MAB Secretariat to its member states as expressed by the focal 
point (too infrequent, at times no communication at all), it also makes clear that 
countries as small as Palau are limited in their ability to absorb and act upon such 
communications. Palau’s restricted ability to absorb information communicated from 
the MAB Secretariat may represent the most significant limiting factor in terms of 
communication flows between the international Secretariat and the member state. 
While this does not absolve the Secretariat from fault in failing to ensure frequent and 
regular communication, it does indicate that increasing the frequency of 
communications directed at the MAB focal points in countries as small as Palau may 
not in itself improve the uptake of information communicated nor guarantee a 
proactive follow-up. Addressing this problem is not a matter of increasing 
communications, so much as improving the communication that already takes place.  
 
Considering Stocklmayer’s field of science communication, Palau’s engagement with 
MAB represents the full field of actors from the centre of MAB’s scientific mission (the 
International Advisory Committee for Biosphere Reserves) to representatives of 
government and community leaders in one of the world’s smallest nations. This 
communication is reciprocal, yet confined to a very limited group of actors, to such an 
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extent that the same individual represents both extremes of the spectrum. Serving 
simultaneously as the site-level, national and Advisory Committee representative, the 
Palau MAB focal point interviewed for this thesis represents at once the accessibility of 
the programme and its limitations: it is an example of how a young, female, indigenous, 
field-based official from a small developing country is granted access to a Committee 
that is traditionally dominated by older, experienced and male scientists. It is, however, 
also an example of how difficult it is for MAB’s messages to permeate beyond the 
individual directly engaged with the programme at the site and national level.  
 
The Palau focal point’s participation in the Advisory Committee and her prior 
statements at the Madrid Congress indicate MAB’s willingness to engage in knowledge-
building, inviting the voice of small island indigenous communities into the central 
decision-making institutions of the programme – a voice that was used to argue for a 
more nuanced, inclusive and community-focused view of what a biosphere reserve 
could be in terms of its spatial organization (arguing for sustainable community access 
to natural resources in the core area) and size (arguing for the viability of smaller 
biosphere reserves in small island contexts).  
 
Palau in this way serves not only to illustrate the limitations of the degree to which a 
very small country is able to sustainably derive benefits from and participate actively in 
MAB – a programme designed for participation by national counterpart structures of 
much larger size – but also the way in which the post-Seville Strategy MAB programme 
retained sufficient flexibility to allow the adjustment of some of its core tenets 
concerning biosphere reserves - their size and spatial organization – to  a degree that 
not only allowed, but actively encouraged participation by Pacific SIDS. In the case of 
Ngaremeduu, the spatial organization biosphere reserve gave some recognition to local 
and indigenous knowledge and practices relating to conservation of marine ecology, 
having been based on the SPBCP conservation area designed to reflect such 
perspectives.  
 
However, according to the information provided by the focal point, communication 
flows between the local, national level and global level in the Palau case are fragmented 
and infrequent, and limited to a very small number of individuals. This fragmentation 
carries with it the risk of lost credibility: if a networked programme such as MAB is 
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unable to connect the entities of which it is composed, it is of little use. In the case of 
Noosa Biosphere (see below), the case is made that MAB’s tools and resources were 
considered useful primarily for the purpose of structuring local interaction among 
multiple stakeholders from different sectors. In Ngaremeduu, such a system is already 
in place – represented by the pre-existing agreements of the traditional authorities in 
the three states located on the Ngaremeduu Bay, codified through the conservation area 
established by the SBPCP project. MAB did thus not add greatly to this aspect of the 
site. The Palau focal point expressed her desire for further communication with the 
MAB secretariat and the global programme, communication that is felt to be infrequent 
and ad-hoc in nature. At the same time, the limited MAB constituency in the country 
renders its ability to absorb and react upon such information very limited. These 
conditions signal a need for the MAB secretariat to reinforce efforts at reaching 
biosphere reserves and national counterparts in SIDS and other small developing 
countries – not by increasing the volume of communications, but perhaps by targeting 
communication channels and topics to the specific challenges faced by such countries. 
Having shown its willingness to entertain and incorporate perspectives from SIDS and 
from systems of knowledge external to western science, a logical next step would be for 
the programme to strengthen the pathway for these perspectives to be heard and to 
generate tangible benefits at the local and site level. 
 
These limitations risk not only causing SIDS such as Palau to miss out on the 
communications-related benefits of engaging with the MAB programme. They may also 
potentially contribute to the overall denigration of the programme’s identity and 
reputation. As noted by the Palau focal point, the bestowal of international recognition 
through the biosphere reserve designation played an important role in motivating the 
biosphere reserve nomination for Ngaremeduu. This designation allowed for the efforts 
of the preceding SPBCP project to receive a level of recognition – both nationally and 
internationally – beyond what had been possible within the confines of the project. 
Attaining status as a biosphere reserve through a procedure by which first the national 
authorities and then the global MAB programme granted Ngaremeduu granted a highly 
visible and lasting acknowledgement of the efforts made by the area’s three 
communities/states, and conferred a seal of approval of the site’s legitimacy and 
significance in the eyes of the national government. However, while attaining biosphere 
reserve status may help support the activities of the site, it is unlikely to offset the loss 
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of legitimacy that occurs if the concept is not actively implemented – without on-site 
activities and active communication and engagement, the biosphere reserve designation 
itself becomes a mere label with limited perceived recognition. While such loss of 
legitimacy had yet to be observed by the Palau focal point, it remains a risk faced by 
SIDS and other countries, as well as an issue that requires the attention of the 
secretariat if the WNBR is to remain actively implemented and recognized at the global 
scale.  
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7. Case study: Noosa Biosphere Reserve, Australia 
 
7.1 Background and context 
 
Australia was among the first countries to nominate multiple biosphere reserves, 
resulting in an impressive list of ten Australian sites recognized as early as the 5th 
session of the ICC in late 1977.  
Today, Australia’s biosphere reserves number fourteen in total. However, the list of 
Australian biosphere reserves has seen considerable changes over the decades, with two 
sites being withdrawn from the programme (Southwest in 2002 and Macquarie Island 
in 2011), and a single site – the Riverland Biosphere Reserve -  initially inscribed in 
1977 as the Danggali Conservation Park, then extended and renamed Bookmark in 
1995, and subsequently renamed once again as Riverland in 2004. 
Today, the Department of Environment and Energy - through Parks Australia – serves 
as the national focal point for biosphere reserves in Australia, an arrangement adhering 
to the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), 
which includes provisions for the development of cooperative arrangements between 
the Commonwealth, states and territories in the development of biosphere reserves28. 
A notice on Department’s webpage for biosphere reserves includes a brief paragraph 
that helps shed light on the institutional arrangements for Australia’s biosphere 
reserves, noting that “the Director of National Parks is responsible for the management 
of two areas with Biosphere Reserve status: Calperum and Taylorville Stations, areas of 
open mallee bushland and Murray River floodplain which form part of the Riverland 
Biosphere Reserve, near Renmark in South Australia and Uluru-Kata Tjuta National 
Park”. In other words, of the fourteen remaining Australian biosphere reserves, only 
one (Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park) and part of one (Calperum and Taylorville 
Stations in the Riverland Biosphere Reserve) are under the management of the director 
of national parks.  
The fact that only such a small proportion of today’s Australian biosphere reserves are 
managed under the authority of the national department responsible for parks and 
                                                 
28 http://www.environment.gov.au/node/20937/. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
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reserves is a result not only of Australia’s decentralized and federated system of 
governance, but also of the pathways to biosphere reserve status taken by some of the 
more recently nominated biosphere reserves in the country.  
Biosphere reserve nominations in Australia fall roughly into two clusters – one cluster 
comprising the original ten reserves inscribed in the late 70s, along with two additional 
sites inscribed in 1981. Of these twelve original early nominations, nine biosphere 
reserves remain today following the withdrawal of Southwest and Macquarie Island and 
the re-nomination of Riverland. Common to these early nominations is their base in 
existing national parks or nature reserves – a feature shared by most early biosphere 
reserves around the world. The second cluster of five reserves is more eclectic, 
comprising the Riverland, Mornington Penninsula and Western Port, Barkindji, Noosa 
and Great Sandy biosphere reserves – all nominations made in the post-Seville period. 
A quick glance at the online presence of the fourteen sites provides further support for 
the consideration of Australia’s biosphere reserves in two clusters, as only sites 
belonging to the post-Seville cluster are identified primarily as biosphere reserves on 
their respective web sites. This is not to say that sites belonging to the first cluster are 
not active biosphere reserves. However, it does imply that a conscious choice has been 
made to associate the primary identification of the site with another designation. For 
example, the website of Mamungari29, organized under the National Parks South 
Australia website, identifies the site as the “Mamungari Conservation Park”, adding 
below a picture and map showing the park’s location that “Mamungari Conservation 
Park is a UNESCO World Biosphere Reserve containing arid zone wilderness”. By 
contrast, the independent website for the Noosa Biosphere Reserve30 states in large 
type “Welcome to the Noosa Biosphere Reserve. World Class. It’s in our nature” over 
an aerial photo of the Noosa coastline. In contrasting these two pages, it is possible to 
discern a difference not only in identification, but in the underlying understanding of 
what a biosphere reserve is and ought to be.  
It is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a detailed discussion of all Australia’s 
biosphere reserves and their history. Rather, the following discussion will focus 
                                                 
29 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/parks/Find_a_Park/Browse_by_region/Eyre_Peninsula/mamungar
i-conservation-park. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
30 http://noosabiosphere.org.au/index.htm. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
141 
 
specifically on the communication surrounding the nomination and implementation of 
the Noosa Biosphere Reserve, drawn from the second cluster of reserves.  
 
7.2 The Noosa Biosphere Reserve 
 
The development of the Noosa Biosphere is of particular interest for several reasons. 
Firstly, the creation of the Noosa Biosphere was firmly rooted in a local initiative, 
beginning with a 2006 decision by the Noosa Shire Council to begin the process of 
seeking biosphere reserve status for the site. According to the Noosa Biosphere 
website, this agreement was followed in November 2006 with the signing of an 
agreement “to progress the development of a nomination for the establishment of the 
Noosa Biosphere Reserve” entered between the Mayor of Noosa, the Parliamentary 
Secretary for Environment and Heritage, a Local Federal Member, and representatives 
from the future Noosa environment sector board and the Noosa Parks Association. A 
draft nomination document was made available for comments by the public for a 
period of two months, after which a final version of the nomination was endorsed by 
the Noosa Council, the Queensland Government and Australian Government before 
being forwarded to UNESCO in April 2007. This was followed by the endorsement of 
the nomination by the ICC in October 2007 and the incorporation of Noosa Biosphere 
Limited in December of the same year 31. 
Following community consultation, Noosa Biosphere’s governance structure was 
reviewed and reorganized in 2014. The initial arrangement, through which Noosa 
Biosphere Limited had been established as a council-owned company with a board of 
directors by boards covering key sectors, was revamped with a view towards putting “in 
place a truly community owned framework to continue to realize the community’s 
aspirations for a sustainable future. The new structure includes the Noosa Biosphere® 
Reserve Public Trust with a company, the Noosa Biosphere Reserve Foundation Ltd, 
as trustees. The Foundation has 8 directors, with the founding member Noosa Council 
having 1 director, making the arrangement independent of Council. In addition to 
                                                 
31 http://noosabiosphere.org.au/facts-vision/organisation/unesco. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
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receiving conditional Council funding, it is expected that the Trust will gain tax exempt 
and deductible gift recipient status to attract donations to the Trust32” 
While it is clear from the above that the governance of Noosa has not been without 
complications, it is noteworthy that the development of the reserve itself - as well as the 
subsequent changes to its structure and governance – were all grounded in local 
considerations, rather than in response to instructions or requests from the MAB 
Secretariat and its associated bodies or the Australian national MAB focal point. In this 
sense, Noosa Biosphere can be considered as a form of self-organized biosphere reserve – a 
site at which the basic elements of MAB and the biosphere reserve concept were 
considered to be relevant and appropriate to the local context, thereby providing a local 
incentive for engagement with the programme. In Noosa, this led to the initiation of a 
multi-sectoral, interdisciplinary effort with the objective of attaining biosphere reserve 
status – in recognition of “More than 40 years of the Noosa community working 
together to live sustainably with the natural environment33”. 
Over the course of an in-depth interview conducted in 2013, the Chair of the former 
Noosa Biosphere Council noted that in the lead-up to the nomination of Noosa, local 
discussions had been held on the desirability of seeking international recognition of 
what was perceived to be a strong commitment to sustainability and environmental 
issues on the part of the community. The possibility of applying for World Heritage 
status had been considered, but judged to be perhaps less suitable due to its strict 
criteria and focus on the outstanding universal values of each site. MAB, on the other 
hand, centered its messages on the interaction between local community and nature, 
which was felt to be a good match with Noosa’s intentions.  
The proactive leading role played by local actors provides a stark contrast to pre-Seville 
nominations which - as discussed above - were frequently based on national-level 
decisions and built around (or entirely contiguous with) existing protected areas. The 
former Council Chair took note of the exclusively local nature of the nomination drive 
and stressed that during the period 2008-2013, Noosa Biosphere’s communication with 
and support from the national focal point had been minimal, limited to the submission 
of publications and reports from the reserve. It was further noted that contacts with the 
                                                 
32 http://www.noosa.qld.gov.au/noosa-biosphere. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
33 http://www.noosa.qld.gov.au/noosa-biosphere. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
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MAB Secretariat were also limited and not systematic in nature. Engagement in 
international MAB events and activities had primarily been initiated through 
approaches from other biosphere reserves as well as through contacts with MAB’s 
thematic and geographical networks, in particular the World Network of Island and 
Coastal Biosphere Reserves, thorough which Noosa participated in a network meeting 
held in Vietnam in 2013. Notably, Noosa – along with the Great Sandy Biosphere and 
the Mornington Peninsula and Western Port Biosphere – in 2009 announced the 
formation of an “alliance of Australian biosphere reserves”, linking three Australian 
post-Seville reserves in a voluntary framework of cooperation through an agreement 
between the three chairpersons34. 
It could be argued that Noosa and similar biosphere reserve nominations in other 
countries – including Utwe in the Federated States of Micronesia and to some extent 
Ngaremeduu in Palau - represent what Jeff McNeely referred to at the Seville 
Conference as MAB’s “unique ability to bridge the gap between the local and the global 
level”. As in Palau and the Federated States of Micronesia, the biosphere reserve 
nomination of Noosa would not have happened without prominent local, site-level 
interest in the concept and willingness to carry it forward. Nor would the Noosa 
nomination have been possible without the tacit agreement with this approach of both 
the Australian Federal and Queensland State governments – both of which granted 
rapid approval of the proposed biosphere reserve - as well as the ICC and the MAB 
Secretariat.  
 
7.3 Science communication in a self-organized biosphere reserve 
 
Noosa and similar self-organizing biosphere reserves can for the above reasons be 
considered as belonging to a distinct category in terms of how science communication 
takes place in and around the sites – perhaps to some extent stretching the boundaries 
for the definition of the term. In stark contrast to the origins of MAB - in a global 
gathering of experts predominantly from the ecological sciences motivated by a desire 
to generate new knowledge regarding the interactions between humankind and the 
biosphere, and through that knowledge find ways to optimize this relationship – self-
                                                 
34 http://noosabiosphere.org.au/facts-vision/ausmab. Accessed on 23 November 2016. 
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organizing biosphere reserves apply MAB’s globally established tools and criteria to 
their specific, local context with the intention of addressing challenges relating to the 
relationship between community and nature, as well as to seek benefits from the global 
recognition that the designation bestows.  
This distinction denotes a significant shift in the origin of the discourses taking place 
within MAB. Where early biosphere reserves were carefully selected due to their 
particular significance and potential for contributing to our understanding of ecology 
on a global scale – recalling MAB’s intention to establish a network of sites that would 
serve as a global monitoring mechanism through which to gauge human impacts on the 
biosphere – Noosa and similar sites are self-selected, rather than identified and 
appointed from higher level. As a result, they do not necessarily fulfil the same 
scientific function as had originally been envisioned during the pre-Seville period. 
However, neither do they necessarily engage proactively in communication with the 
MAB community – Secretariat, governing bodies and national committee – to the 
extent envisioned in the Seville documents and subsequent strategies and action plans. 
The primary incentive driving the self-organizing biosphere reserve aligns neither fully 
with the pre-Seville vision of the biosphere reserve as part of a global monitoring 
network, nor fully with the post-Seville vision of a fully compliant biosphere reserve 
actively engaging in thematic, regional and global MAB discourses.  
Self-organizing biosphere reserves do contribute towards these interpretations of the 
biosphere reserve to varying degrees – however, their engagement in this regard is not 
central to the value of the site as perceived locally. Rather, the primary incentives for 
the establishment and maintenance of the self-organizing biosphere reserve are: 
1. to provide an organizational framework that adds value to and communicates a 
particular vision (or visions) of sustainable development and conservation at 
interpreted at the local level; and  
2. to ensure bestowal of international recognition and associated brand name 
value to this vision.   
While adhering to the global MAB discourse, conforming to its requirements in terms 
of zonation, spatial organization and three functions, and submitting reports as 
indicated in the Statutory Framework, self-organizing biosphere reserves are themselves 
in a position to establish the content of their discourse within the overall MAB 
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framework: decisions regarding organizational structure, conservation priorities, local 
development, etc. are made locally, defining a local meaning of the biosphere reserve 
on local terms in a way that an externally-imposed designation would not be able to do.  
For Noosa, organized under a local council, one implication of this approach was that 
the reserve’s outlook and priorities came from the outset to be defined in a broader, 
more interdisciplinary and intersectoral manner than is likely to have been possible for 
a biosphere reserve centered entirely around an existing protected area.  
For these reasons, an examination of communication flows between the Noosa 
Biosphere and the rest of the MAB programme leads a somewhat unconventional 
result. As noted by the former Noosa Biosphere Council Chair, information from the 
programme distributed either directly to the biosphere reserve or through the national 
focal point was during Noosa’s early years limited to infrequent and non-systematic 
exchanges. Recalling the premise that it is the flow of information through the MAB 
programme that generates its value, it can therefore be assumed that the value 
generated by Noosa’s status as a biosphere reserve is primarily generated by the flow of 
information at the local level – supported by the global status bestowed through the 
designation, as discussed above.  
In the Palau case study discussed in chapter 6, the status of the international 
designation – and the weight this carries at the national level – was also recognized as a 
key value-added resulting from Ngaremeduu’s biosphere reserve status. However, in 
contrast with Noosa, the Palauan MAB Focal point attached great significance to the 
flow of information, guidance and seed funding from the programme. Noosa – a 
considerably more developed and affluent site – would have a less urgent need for such 
assistance. Addressing this point, the former Noosa Biosphere Council Chair in 2013 
noted that what set MAB apart was precisely that it does not focus on conservation 
alone – but rather on culture, people, and the community. MAB enables communities 
to set their own agenda for conservation, development and planning efforts. The Chair 
further noted that for Noosa, the biosphere reserve designation makes a difference 
primarily at the local level. 
This statement clearly defines the local level as the place where MAB generates value – 
as a framework that enables coordination, planning and execution of efforts in 
conservation and development. While it is clear that this value is generated through the 
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biosphere reserve’s ability to convene different stakeholders around a shared agenda, 
this agenda is to a large degree set locally, appreciated locally, and makes a difference 
locally.  
The growing space in MAB discussions given to issues around biosphere reserve 
branding, certification and labeling in recent years are also indicative of a trend towards 
increasingly self-organized biosphere reserves. Biosphere reserve labeling represents a 
way to extend – through communication - the value of the biosphere reserve 
designation from the site itself. Such association with a biosphere reserve may represent 
an advantage in terms of tourism promotion, for example, to the goods and services 
produced at the site. This issue was raised by the former Biosphere Council Chair, who 
noted that Noosa – and other biosphere reserves – often grapple with how best to 
handle requests for biosphere reserve product endorsements, contracts and 
relationships with private sector entities.  
Referring to Stocklmayer’s field of science communication, it is clear that the Noosa 
discourse at its outset engages a broad range of actors. Whereas Stocklmayer’s field 
places government representatives near the opposite end of the spectrum from the 
scientists with whom MABs discourse originated, the Noosa Biosphere Reserve 
discourse, as outlined by the Chair, is framed by and originates with an organization 
established by a local council and populated by volunteers representing a broad range 
of sectors, backgrounds and organizations. The Chair notes that scientific and 
environmental research and monitoring does take place in the Noosa Biosphere 
Reserve, however that this is not organized through or controlled by the Board - adding 
that there is a need to improve the manner in which research is kept track of and its 
result assembled and made available.  
Within the Noosa science communication field, a local interdisciplinary volunteer-based 
governance structure lies at the origin of communication about the biosphere reserve, 
with a range of local actors – representing local government, businesses, non-
government organizations, academic institutions, planning bodies and more – engaged 
to varying degrees as both active communicators and recipients of information. This 
structure - and the notable absence of a science- or research-based organization or 
network in a central position – illustrates the distance between the Noosa interpretation 
of the biosphere reserve concept and that of its original pre-Seville definition. This 
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distance is to be expected – and is in fact required by the Statutory Framework – and 
should therefore not be a cause for concern in terms of Noosa’s adherence to the 
biosphere reserve concept. However, the very strong emphasis on value derived 
predominantly from the local level - rather than from engagement in the global network 
- would appear to contradict the premise that the flow of information between different 
levels in the MAB network is how value is generated for the participating actors.  
In this regard, it is important to understand whether Noosa’s limited engagement in 
MAB’s global networking activities represents a deliberate rejection of participation, or 
whether other limiting factors can be identified. When commenting on Noosa’s limited 
interface with other MAB bodies, the Chair requested that MAB ensure more clarity 
about communication responsibilities and mechanisms, indicating that not only did 
Noosa not receive much information from the MAB Secretariat, it was not aware of 
what information it may have been missing. The Chair further indicated that the 
information that Noosa did receive appeared ad-hoc and random in nature. Finally, she 
noted that the Noosa administration was unsure what information it was expected to 
collect in order to fulfil its duties as a biosphere reserve. By way of improving this 
situation, the Chair requested that the MAB Secretariat strengthen its practices for 
distribution of information by introducing – for example – a six-monthly global 
newsletter. In addition to this, the Chair also requested that clear information be 
provided on specific, communications-related issues, as follows: 
1. Clear and standardized guidance on which types data biosphere reserves are 
expected to collect, and how this information should be collated, stored and 
shared; and 
2. Guidance relating to local requests for product endorsements, contracts and 
relationships with private sector entities 
Considering the requests made by the Chair, it appears clear that Noosa is not rejecting 
closer engagement with the network. The site’s limited participation is more likely to 
related to a sense of uncertainty with regard to the opportunities available for 
participation and engagement, as well as an uncertainty with regard to the expectations 
of Noosa as a biosphere reserve. These limiting factors are likely compounded by the 
absence of a pressing need to engage globally derived from the primacy of the local 
discourse as the generator of value for the Noosa: while stronger engagement and 
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guidance on how to achieve it would be welcomed, it is not immediately essential for 
the continued survival of the biosphere reserve. 
 
7.4 Conclusions 
 
Tracing the evolution of the biosphere reserve over the course of the past 45 years, the 
Noosa model – a self-organizing, locally initiated and driven biosphere reserve primarily 
concerned with local sustainable development coordination, engaging intermittently 
with the global network, requiring little or no inputs from the MAB Secretariat in terms 
of financing and technical support, and operating independently from the national focal 
point – appears as a logical progression of the concept. Noosa Biosphere was 
conceived as a place at which different interest groups and stakeholders would come 
together to discuss and identify new pathways towards local sustainability – as required 
by the MAB Strategy and Lima Action Plan. To the extent that this development falls 
comfortably in line with the recommendations of MAB’s strategies and action plans, 
this can be considered a positive development, and perhaps a helpful model for 
prospective future biosphere reserves to consider. 
At the same time, the Noosa case reveals several challenges to a possible future for the 
WNBR in which an increasing number of self-organizing sites are to be expected. 
Firstly, the Noosa Biosphere has not been able to access and benefit from international 
networking and cooperation with other biosphere reserves to the desired extent. This 
may be partly due to a preoccupation with local priorities (recalling that local 
considerations - as opposed to international cooperation - dominated Noosa’s original 
incentives for seeking biosphere reserve status). However, the lack of effective 
communication and dissemination of information from the MAB Secretariat has clearly 
contributed to Noosa’s limited international engagement and the degree to which it is 
able to fulfil the complete range of biosphere reserve funcations.   
A second challenge of perhaps greater significance is the uncertainty on the part of the 
Noosa management of its obligations as a biosphere reserve in terms of the collection 
of data, its collation, storage and further communication. Without a clear and 
standardized methodology available to the Noosa administration, the biosphere reserve 
performs its local functions in accordance with its understanding as a self-organized site 
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– but does not necessarily make a contribution to the WNBR’s global objectives. This 
disassociation from MAB’s global objectives exacerbates the sense of the self-
organizing biosphere reserve as a site that adheres to the philosophy and spatial 
requirements of a biosphere reserve and draws benefit from associating with these at 
the local level – however may not necessarily feel strongly associated with the 
programme’s global endeavor. 
In the concluding chapter to follow, MAB’s trajectory over the past half century is 
revisited from a science communication perspective, informed by the three case studies 
examined above. In light of this analysis, suggestions are made as to how the MAB 
Secretariat and governing bodies may address the challenges identified, taking into 
consideration the programme’s current strategy, the financial constraints in which it 
operates, and the most recent and emerging trends in the World Network. 
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8. Conclusions 
 
8.1 The MAB trajectory: a science communication perspective 
 
Recalling the trajectory taken by the MAB programme from its conceptualization nearly 
half a century ago – a period of time neatly coinciding with the life of the author of this 
thesis – is a considerable task for a number of reasons. Taking its point of departure in 
the growing concerns over human impacts on the environment emerging in the late 
1960s, MAB has witnessed, adapted to and influenced the global discourse on 
humankind’s relationship with the environment, all during a period in which these 
impacts and our awareness of them have evolved drastically – reaching a culmination of 
sorts with the recommendation in August 2016 by an expert group under the 
International Geological Congress to formally recognize the Anthropocene as a geological 
epoch beginning around 1950. While environmental, political and scientific shifts 
during MAB’s lifetime have been monumental, changes and adjustments to the 
programme itself have been more gradual in nature. 
 
Considering the entire span of MAB’s existence, it becomes clear that major changes to 
MAB’s principal objectives and to the communication of its key messages were more 
frequent and more drastic during the period from the programme’s conceptualization 
in 1968 until the publication of the Seville Strategy in 1995. Arising from an intellectual 
discussion on the relationship between nature and humankind, it took MAB a decade to 
establish its governing principles and to conceptualize the unit that was to become 
synonymous with the programme as a whole: the biosphere reserve. Once in existence, 
the biosphere reserve itself required two decades of gestation and refinement before the 
notion of the reserve as articulated in the Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework was 
in place – launching a period of relative conceptual stability. By 1995, MAB’s 
objectives, concepts – as well as its strength and limitations – had matured to a point 
where MAB’s governing bodies and stakeholder communities saw little reason (and had 
limited financial leeway) to undertake major modifications to the programme – 
conditions that have prevailed up to the present day. However, while MAB by 1995 had 
attained a level of theoretical clarity of purpose and organization, this very development 
made it increasingly clear that many of the WNBR’s 669 reserves did not live up to the 
programme’s theoretical ideals. These developments were reflected in the discussions in 
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the ICC, which in the period after Seville were increasingly dominated by the need to 
ensure that the WNBR lived up to these ideals, rather than by defining the ideals 
themselves.  
 
While the gradual maturation of MAB’s concepts around a working model acceptable 
to the programme’s member states and constituent communities clearly played a role in 
advancing MAB’s shift from the intellectual pursuit of an ideal to the more pragmatic 
effort of ensuring conformity with a predetermined set of rules and regulations, the 
resources available to the programme also played a role in this regard. As referred to in 
the above, discussions in the ICC over the years made increasing references to the 
constraints faced by the programme both in terms of financial and human resources. 
This situation was echoed elsewhere within UNESCO as well as in the UN system as a 
whole. The servicing of MAB’s essential functions, primarily its role in ensuring the 
flow of communication within the programme and its networks – combined with the 
steady growth of the WNBR -  increasingly consumed the secretariat’s time and energy, 
leaving little surplus with which to push new intellectual boundaries on MAB’s behalf. 
At the same time, it could be argued that by 1995 MAB had - due to its highly visionary 
point of departure in discussions that were genuinely years ahead of their time – 
accumulated sufficient intellectual capital to allow for some years of focus on the 
implementation of its concepts in practice. 
 
For the purposes of this thesis, particular emphasis has been placed on the evolution in 
the MAB concepts taking place during the first decades of the programme - from its 
inception to the publication of the Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework in 1995 – 
as it is during this period that the most significant shifts in the nature of the 
programme’s communication efforts can be traced. Recalling the historical analysis 
contained in Chapter 4, it is possible to identify a number of distinct shifts in terms of 
priority, objectives, scope and institutional arrangements – all taking their most visible 
form during the programme’s first decades of existence. Among these shifts, the 
following are of particular significance: 
 
1. Scientific focus: While early MAB discussions stressed interdisciplinarity as a 
defining feature of the programme, there was no doubt as to the primacy of the 
ecological sciences in the programme’s approach, as recalled during the first 
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session of the ICC. By 1993, MAB had moved from being an “interdisciplinary 
programme of research which emphasizes an ecological approach to the study 
of interrelationships between man and the environment” to stressing its 
occupation with management and sustainable development at the site level, 
supported by a reinforced focus on socio-economics, as noted in the final 
report of the Advisory Committee for Biosphere Reserves’s first meeting. 
 
2. Level of intervention: from its origins as a “conventional” intergovernmental 
programme addressing and targeting stakeholders at the national and 
international level – a focus that remained through to the Minsk Action Plan 
which in 1984 contained no direct recommendations to individual biosphere 
reserves – to a programme seeking to promote change and development 
simultaneously at the local, national and global level.  
 
3. Primacy of the biosphere reserve: from the biosphere reserve’s origin as unit of study 
under “Project 8” - one of thirteen MAB research projects proposed at the first 
session of the ICC in 1971 - to a vast global network that already in 1991 was 
referred to as the “single most important element of MAB”. 
 
4. Extent of network: from the initial 57 biosphere reserves inscribed in 1976 to a 
network of more than 300 sites by 1993, and 669 at the time of writing. 
 
5. Focus on communications: From the relatively limited attention given to 
communications-related issues during the early MAB discussions, to the 
identification of communications as one of two top priorities for the MAB 
Secretariat as noted in the report of the ICC’s 12th session in 1993.  
 
6. Sustainable development: from stressing the need to understand the relationship 
between humankind and the biosphere (and therefore firmly anchored in 
developing new knowledge through research) to being primarily concerned with 
the reconciling of conservation and sustainable development (and therefore 
more oriented towards management). 
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7. Financial constraints: From the ability to convene wide-ranging global intellectual 
discussions on the nature of humankind’s relationship with nature – such as the 
1968 Biosphere Conference – to a climate in which increasingly frequent 
references to financial constraints seen in MAB documents during the 1980s 
and 1990s reflected the struggles of the Secretariat to perform basic functions, 
including a “at least a minimum information and advisory service” as noted by 
the First Meeting of the Advisory Committee for Biosphere Reserves in 1992.  
 
These seven trajectories occur in parallel, at times intersecting and mutually influencing 
one another. However, they are never in conflict or direct opposition – together, they 
reveal a programme that begins as an intellectual exercise: an attempt to arrive at a 
methodology for assessing the impact of human activity on the natural environment 
and mitigate the negative aspects thereof. From this point of departure, MAB moves 
through periods of modification and development as an intergovernmental programme, 
resulting in the gradual shifting of focus from its intellectual roots to a more pragmatic 
emphasis that allows the principal stakeholders – the member states – to claim a 
physical prize, a manifestation of their involvement in the programme – in the form of 
the biosphere reserve. The biosphere reserve – as the tangible, physical evidence of 
engagement; the conceptual resources to make a difference in the local environment 
and the formal bestowal of global recognition and endorsement onto local efforts - 
gradually replaces the intellectual ideals from which the concept was conceived – until, 
with the publication of the Lima Action Plan, it becomes MAB’s all-encompassing 
feature and defining characteristic. 
 
If we consider Stocklmayer’s discussion of science communication (see figure 4 below) 
as taking place in a three-dimensional field in which the x and y axes represent a 
gradient of communicators and audience from scientists to the lay public - across 
categories such as professional science communicators, educators, communication 
researchers, the informed public - and the z axis represents a scale spanning from one-
way flow of information over knowledge sharing to the co-creation of new knowledge, 
it is possible to trace a trajectory in MAB’s discussions from their outset until the 
publication of the Seville Strategy across which the programme at its outset aligns itself 
somewhat conventionally with communication from an elite group of global experts 
(assembled at the 1968 Biosphere Conference for a highly intellectual discussion). At 
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this point, the x and y axes in Stocklmayer’s three-dimensional field are represented by 
relatively low values: communication takes place within an elite group of scientists and 
experts, facilitated and supported by an intergovernmental process.  
 
At the same time, the visionary nature of the Biosphere Conference and subsequent 
discussions leading to the establishment of MAB – with their deliberate effort to 
promote interdisciplinarity and their placement within an intergovernmental context 
designed to influence policy – allow for the discussion to straddle Stocklmayer’s 
classifications of one-way communication and knowledge sharing, placing the initial exchanges 
within MAB further along the z axis – even as the discourse was initially confined to an 
elite group of scientist dominated to some degree by a single discipline (ecology). 
Clearly, early MAB discussions were designed to assist in formulation of policy; to 
mediate diverse perspectives by exchange of knowledge; and facilitate and integrate 
interdisciplinary approaches – three typical intended outcomes (or purposes) of science 
communication as defined by Stocklmayer. However, the discourse retains many of the 
qualities of one-way communication – inasmuch as its seeks to inform its audience (to 
no other effect) of the views among the global scientific elite, inform policy, affect 
attitudes (and possibly behaviour), facilitate the creation of theoretical models, and 
educate (Stocklmayer (2013), p.30). The primary factor shifting the discourse modestly 
along the z axis of Stocklmayer’s model is its setting within an intergovernmental 
process that has as its specific purpose to assist in the formulation of policy. However, 
while the Biosphere Conference and subsequent early MAB discussions envisioned the 
eventual co-creation of new knowledge drawing on other knowledge systems – for 
example by imagining the eventual re-discovery of sustainable land management 
practices through the study of indigenous practices in a future network of biosphere 
reserves – this clearly represented conjecture rather than actual practice. 
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Figure 4: The Science Communication field. Reproduced from Stocklmayer (2013), p. 32. 
 
In considering the trajectory taken by the MAB programme over the subsequent 
decades, it is significant to consider this early intention for the programme to engage in 
the building of new knowledge, even if the modalities of initial communications within 
the programme did not in themselves live up to this ideal. While not explicitly stated in 
discussions at the time, the language employed by the Biosphere Conference and early 
sessions of MAB clearly reflect a vision of a future working modality in which the 
ecological sciences would contribute towards a wider forum (or field) in which other 
disciplines of the natural and social sciences - along with other systems of knowledge - 
would all contribute towards creating the conditions for wise stewardship of the earth. 
This vision was clearly articulated in the final recommendations of the Biosphere 
Conference, which – as discussed above – noted that while the natural sciences were 
well equipped to produce knowledge required for wise decision-making and rational 
action relating to human use of the biosphere, the role of humankind as a key 
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component of the biosphere itself meant that the natural sciences alone were not in a 
position to provide the conditions to ensure that wise decisions were taken. 
 
This intention becomes important when considering the later development of the 
programme. As MAB gradually became increasingly interdisciplinary and as the 
diversity of participants in its communications field expanded with the Seville 
Conference and the growth of the WNBR, the programme increasingly lived up to the 
ideals stated at its moment of creation. It is therefore not possible to consider MAB’s 
trajectory as simply being the product of reactive planning and placement relative to 
global development trends and plans. While these factors certainly played some part in 
the path taken by MAB, the eventual transformation of the programme into an as-yet 
articulated multidisciplinary field with contributions from far beyond the ecological 
sciences was implanted in the earliest vision for the programme as articulated at the 
Biosphere Conference in 1968.   
 
With the formal establishment of the MAB programme and the creation of the ICC, 
MAB took a significant step along the x and y axis of Stocklmayer’s field through the 
direct engagement of government actors and the UNESCO secretariat in its discourse. 
Charged with the translation of the Biosphere Conference’s ideals into practically 
implementable programmes, the intergovernmental ICC and the UNESCO staff 
responsible for supporting its functions led to a de-facto readjustment of the ideals 
arising from the Biosphere Conference to suit the realities of global intergovernmental 
cooperation and exchange. Further shifting the discourse along the x and y axes, the 
creation of MAB National Committees in participating member states led to the 
increased engagement of social scientists, gradually shifting the scientific composition 
of the programme from the early domination of the ecological sciences to a somewhat 
more interdisciplinary setting.  
 
These were incremental shifts, however, compared to the significance of the gradually 
increasing dominance of the biosphere reserve following its conceptualization in the 
early 1970s. By anchoring the programme not only in the intergovernmental exchanges 
at the ICC and its growing number of associated bodies – including the MAB Bureau 
and the Scientific Advisory Committee – but also tangibly, in the field, in the member 
states - MAB performed a colossal shift away from conventional scientific discourse 
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and communication and towards a much more complex, multi-directional and 
genuinely interdisciplinary setting. 
 
Multiple factors contributed to this shift, which – as detailed above – took the form of 
a gradual development occurring over several decades. Among the contributing factors 
resulting in MAB’s movement from one-way communication emanating from a 
discourse among elite scientists to a global multi-directional discourse addressing 
models for sustainable development across its global network, the following are 
particularly worthy of mention: 
 
1. With the inscription of the first biosphere reserves in the mid-1970s, MAB 
expanded its sphere of influence and engagement from the conventional 
mandate of an intergovernmental programme (the global and national level) to 
the local/site level – even if the programme did not specifically address 
individual biosphere reserve managers with guidance and recommendations 
until the Seville Conference documents in 1995. 
2. Having helped inspire the discussions at the 1972 United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment, MAB was required to position itself in relation to 
the discourse of the 1992 UNCED conference in Rio and the 2012 UN 
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) – events that made clear the 
considerable degree to which the rest of the world had caught up with the ideals 
advocated in MAB’s early theoretical discussions. In a context of increasing 
competition for attention from a number of parallel global environmental 
initiatives, MAB responded to the emergence of the two resulting global 
blueprints for sustainable development – the Millennium Development Goals 
and the 2030 Agenda and related Sustainable Development Goals – by 
assigning increased weight to development-related aspects of the programme. 
This, in turn, required further focus to be placed on the biosphere reserve - the 
unit in which sustainable development would take place in practice.  
3. In an overall context of shrinking resources available to the MAB Secretariat, 
the capacity for the Secretariat to provide a broad range of services towards the 
MAB programme – for example, supporting the continued implementation of 
research across 14 concurrent scientific projects, as envisioned during the early 
years of the programme – became increasingly difficult. Increasingly relying on 
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the delivery of content to the programme by the growing network of biosphere 
reserves and focusing the Secretariat’s role on the delivery of a “minimum 
information and advisory service” represented a practical way for the ICC to 
ensure the continuation of MAB’s activities in an economically adverse climate. 
At the same time, the permanence of the biosphere reserves provided a buffer 
against potential arguments for a sunset clause to be applied to the programme 
– recalling that the first session of the ICC had declared that “the main 
objectives of a number of projects could be reached in less than 10 years”. The 
gradual elevation of the biosphere reserves to the “single most important 
element of MAB” by 1992, coupled with the continuing interest of member 
states in nominating new biosphere reserves, served to make any sunset clause 
discussion difficult and unlikely. 
 
Returning to the consideration of MAB’s science communication, the shift discussed 
above led to the gradual but fundamental movement of the MAB discourse within 
Stocklmayer’s field. With the Seville Strategy’s direct appeal to individual biosphere 
reserve managers, the programme had taken a decisive step beyond the scientific 
community. Stakeholders could now no longer be classified into experts, government 
representatives and laypeople: multiple forms of expertise now co-existed and vied for 
attention within the programme. Biosphere reserve managers included a vast and 
growing range of interests. Even in 1995, this would have included protected area 
managers and rangers, local governments, businesses, non-government organizations, 
chambers of commerce, graduate students, teachers and educators, academics from 
multiple disciplines and other interest groups.  
 
Even before this extension of participation in MAB’s discourse to formally include 
individual biosphere reserves, flows of communication within the programme were 
complex and multi-directional – as evidenced by the 1986 flowchart discussed in 
chapter 4. However, the publication of the Seville Strategy and Statutory Framework 
provides a useful watershed in the programme’s history. With the Seville documents, 
practically all actors in Stocklmayer’s science communication field come into play, 
engaging as actors in the MAB programme through the WNBR – at times as recipients 
and at times as communicators. This gradual expansion in scope – consolidated and 
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formalized with the publication of the Seville documents - remained in place over two 
subsequent decades of implementation.  
 
While there is little doubt as to the expansion of the number of actors in the field, the 
degree to which movement along the field’s z axis has also occurred is a more complex 
question. As argued above, there is little doubt that MAB from its early days has 
operated with the intention to engage in knowledge-building as defined by Stocklmayer 
– to “create new meaning or understanding from different knowledge systems” (for 
example by engaging scientists and managers in learning from traditional and 
indigenous land management practices) and “to enable action in complex environments 
through integration of knowledge in order to construct new meaning” (for example by 
positing biosphere reserves as experimental sites – living laboratories for sustainable 
development in action). However, while language promoting and supporting such 
interaction is evident in MAB literature at practically all periods in the programme’s 
history, evidence of its application in practice is more limited. 
 
With the emergence of the WNBR as a large and ever-growing permanent global 
network, with the direct appeal to biosphere reserve managers and stakeholders in the 
Seville documents and with the increasing role of the biosphere reserves as the 
knowledge-generating arm of the programme, the elite one-way communication that 
informed and served to launch the programme at the close of the 1960s gradually gives 
way to a much more complex set of engagements. The communication of science 
remains at the heart of the programme, however the nature of the communication - the 
nature of science itself, the actors participating, and the disciplines contributing - grow 
increasingly complex and diverse. 
 
For these reasons, a more appropriate placement of MAB within Stocklmayer’s science 
communication field is in the category of knowledge sharing. MAB clearly assists in the 
formulation of policy and gradually obtains clear results in this regard – for example 
through the enactment of legislation in a number of member states – such as Mexico, 
Brazil and Kazakhstan – that recognizes biosphere reserves as special categories of 
protected areas for which unique legal and policy provisions are required. MAB also 
clearly mediates diverse perspectives through exchange of knowledge. In this regard, 
the decadal biosphere reserve congresses play a particularly important role by bringing 
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together an increasingly diverse group of stakeholders for active exchange of views (see 
the Palau case study in chapter 6 for an example hereof). Finally, MAB facilitates and 
integrates interdisciplinary approaches. While this was always MAB’s stated intention, it 
can be argued that MAB’s true interdisciplinarity was finally enacted through the active 
participation of the biosphere reserves - and the increased agency held by their 
managers and stakeholders in their engagement with the programme.  
 
Clearly, the vast expansion of the WNBR and the communications effort it requires 
comes at a cost – as evidenced by the increasingly frequent references to financial 
constraints in the sessions of the ICC since the 1990s, and by the resulting narrowing of 
the MAB Secretariat’s core duties to basic communications and advisory services. 
Likewise, the shifts in focus can be said to have come at a cost to the programme’s 
original scientific ambitions: in parallel with the expanding range of the MAB 
programme, it is possible to observe a contrasting process of reduced ambitions and 
complexity with regard to the ecological sciences knowledge generated and 
communicated by the programme. In post-Seville MAB – and ever more in the post-
Madrid and post-Lima iterations of the programme – the initial ambitions of a global 
ecological sciences research programme, informed by other disciplines but with ecology 
- formulated and promulgated by globally leading experts - at its core, are gradually 
eroded to a point where they no longer play a defining role in the programme. 
   
 
8.2 Visions and mission 
 
This thesis has examined how change has manifested itself in MAB’s core messages and 
their transmission and interpretation among the programme’s different participants and 
stakeholders. It has sought to trace MAB’s trajectory across nearly five decades of 
unprecedented global environmental, social, economic and political change - from the 
height of the Cold War to the announcement of the Anthropocene.  Against a 
background of such drastic change, it would be reasonable to assume that 
correspondingly fundamental change would be found within the programme itself. As 
the preceding discussion has illustrated, MAB’s messages and methodologies have 
indeed changed. Over the years, some of these changes have been forced upon MAB 
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by the political and fiscal realities within which it has operated – expressed primarily 
through decreasing financial and human resources available to support the Secretariat 
coupled with the increasing interest in and growth of the WNBR. However, bearing 
testimony to the innovative nature of MAB’s original ideas and concepts, changes have 
also occurred within the programme in response to the rest of the world catching up 
with concepts and thinking originating from within MAB.  
Despite the modifications that MAB has undergone over the decades, its core objective 
has remained largely unchanged. MAB was – and remains – concerned with improving 
our understanding of the relationship between humankind and nature, and thereby 
gaining the wisdom through which to improve it. While the approaches MAB takes 
towards this understanding today are drastically different from the vision articulated at 
the programme’s inception, this objective still stands. Though not always explicitly 
articulated across the programme’s evolving strategic documents, this continuity of 
purpose is essential to MAB’s longevity and evolution. Without a core identity – even 
one that has proven difficult to summarize in a single sentence - it is hard to imagine 
the programme surviving across five decades. MAB’s core objective – its mission – is 
essentially open-ended in nature, representing a call to action – initially through 
academic research, later increasingly through in-situ experimental planning and spatial 
organization – towards a higher goal of global significance.   
MAB’s open-ended and broad vision has in this sense been its strength over time – 
allowing the programme the flexibility to innovate and evolve in terms of its 
approaches and strategies, as well as to adapt to externally imposed changes and 
developments. However, as this thesis has shown, MAB’s open-ended quest for 
knowledge has come at a cost. In the case studies examined above, key MAB 
stakeholders and contributors repeatedly express concern with the absence of a single, 
coherent message articulating MAB’s objectives. Unlike other global site-based 
programmes, such as the World Heritage and Ramsar Conventions, they note that 
MAB lacks a single, unifying mission – a mission that can be easily explained in a single 
sentence around which to mobilize commitment and action.   
As discussed above, this critique clearly has merit – MAB’s mission and the purpose of 
the WNBR today are not easily summarized in this manner. There are a number of 
reasons for this. In contemporary criticism of MAB, the gradual and inevitable dilution 
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of the programme over decades of intergovernmental compromises, declining financial 
resources and a rapidly expanding world network are often cited as limiting the efficient 
delivery of MAB. However, such criticism overlooks the fundamental purpose for 
which MAB was established – a purpose so singularly ambitious that its condensation 
into a single sentence would have been equally impossible at the time of the 
programme’s origins in the late 1960s as it would be today.  
Providing a contrast to MAB, the World Heritage Convention was established with a 
highly tangible purpose in mind - to protect the world’s cultural and natural places of 
outstanding universal value. Significantly, early mobilization of support for the 
convention in the late 1950s and 1960s occurred in response to a direct, specific and 
clearly identifiable threat to a site that due to its iconic status was widely known beyond 
its immediate location and country - Egypt’s Abu Simbel temple complex and the 
threat it faced from the construction of the Aswan High Dam. This early grounding in 
tangible, iconic properties – eventually also including sites of natural heritage 
significance – ensured that the World Heritage Convention from its outset was able to 
convey a clear and simple message to its constituency as well as to the general public: 
global support is needed to protect places that are of such extraordinary value that their 
preservation concerns us all: the pyramids, the Taj Mahal, the habitats of the orangutan 
and the mountain gorilla – the logic of World Heritage and its importance is as 
unequivocal and recognizable as the sites the Convention was established to protect. 
Along similar lines, the Ramsar Convention was set up to conserve and ensure the wise 
use of the world’s wetlands and their resources, in particular the waterbirds that depend 
on wetland habitats for their survival. While the protection of wetlands as waterbird 
habitats may not have had the same level of global resonance as the protection of 
iconic cultural heritage, it did provide the supporting agencies and communities with a 
very clear, well-defined and delineated focus in terms of the Convention’s purpose and 
the communication efforts required to support its mission.  
In contrast, MAB was established on terms of a quite different nature. Rather than 
seeking to rally support around a conventionally focused and communicable 
overarching objective, MAB was established to improve the world’s understanding of 
perhaps one of the most fundamental questions imaginable: humankind’s relationship 
with the nature from which it arose. It set out to do so initially by proposing a wide-
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ranging interdisciplinary research endeavor, in itself an ambition far beyond the reach 
of the diplomatic sphere from which it evolved, requiring multiple actions across a wide 
range of disciplines and sectors. 
In this regard, it is significant to note that - unlike the World Heritage Convention - 
MAB was not conceived as a site-based programme. As referred to above, the World 
Heritage Convention was established specifically to protect physical, immovable 
heritage at defined locations - World Heritage sites - and through this process engender 
greater appreciation and action for conservation in general. MAB, in contrast, was 
conceived as a research programme – in which biosphere reserves were initially 
considered merely as a facet under one of many proposed projects. While MAB today is 
nearly synonymous with the WNBR, this was clearly not foreseen at the time of the 
programme’s establishment. For much of its early formative history, the management 
and guidance of a global network of sites was not MAB’s primary concern – a fact that 
may well have contributed to the absence of clearly defined site-oriented messages and 
objectives during this period. 
What launched MAB on its original trajectory - what made the programme at once 
open-ended, flexible and ultimately somewhat diffuse - was its wide-reaching objective, 
to be pursued through interdisciplinary scientific research. Launched by the Biosphere 
Conference, a global gathering of leading scientists, MAB set out to apply coordinated, 
interdisciplinary scientific research at the global scale to improve our understanding of 
nature and our place in it.  
This basic philosophical approach has not changed drastically since then. In the MAB 
Strategy for 2015-2025 - the most recent iteration of MAB’s core strategic document 
approved in 2015 - the vision of the MAB programme is articulated as follows: 
“Our vision is a world where people are conscious of their common future and 
interaction with our planet, and act collectively and responsibly to build thriving 
societies in harmony within the biosphere. The MAB Programme and its World 
Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) serve this vision within and outside 
biosphere reserves.” UNESCO, (2015), p.7. 
This brief paragraph provides a useful illustration of MAB’s journey from a broad-
based and interdisciplinarily-oriented but predominantly ecology-focused research 
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proposal to a global network of locally managed experimental sites pursuing a variety of 
relatively independent and locally devised pathways towards sustainability. Gone are 
references to scientific research, replaced by the building of “societies in harmony 
within the biosphere […] within and outside biosphere reserves.”. Significantly, 
however, the original core objective of coming to a better understanding of 
humankind’s relationship with nature remains clearly visible. The current formulation 
reflects perhaps a humbler interpretation of the potential of scientific endeavor to bring 
about such fundamental change. The Biosphere Conference acknowledged that 
contributions from outside the natural sciences would be required to form the basis for 
rational decision-making, calling upon interdisciplinary research-based action to 
effectively address the challenges faced. However, its conclusions left little doubt as to 
the core role of academic pursuits as the channel through which to bring about the 
desired basis for understanding and improvement. While the spirit of this statement is 
still clearly recognizable in today’s MAB programme, it is unlikely that MAB’s founders 
would have imagined that participation in the programme would expand to the degree 
it has, exemplified by the broad range of stakeholders contributing to set the direction 
of the WNBR – as seen at sites such as Noosa in Australia and Cat Ba in Vietnam (see 
chapters 7 and 5).  
In the vision statement above, no reference is made to scientists, nor to scientific 
disciplines. MAB’s vision refers simply to “people”.  While this in itself does not 
exclude a key role for science in the programme, it nonetheless indicates that MAB no 
longer is primarily defined by its association with scientific research. This indication is 
further reinforced by the mission statement underpinning the vision, in which the 
general principle of avoiding direct references to scientific research is continued. 
Detailing the contributions of the MAB programme towards its associated vision, the 
mission statement places focus on biosphere reserves as models for sustainable 
development – and significantly, on the communication of these models at the global 
level:  
“MAB’s mission for the period 2015-2025 is to: 
 develop and strengthen models for sustainable development in the WNBR; 
 communicate the experiences and lessons learned, facilitating the global 
diffusion and application of these models; 
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 support evaluation and high-quality management, strategies and policies for 
sustainable development and planning, as well as accountable and resilient 
institutions; 
 help Member States and stakeholders to urgently meet the SDGs through 
experiences from the WNBR, particularly through exploring and testing 
policies, technologies and innovations for the sustainable management of 
biodiversity and natural resources and mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change.” UNESCO, (2015), p.7. 
 
The mission statement not only demonstrates the broadening of MAB’s early 
predominantly science-based approach – with no references made to research or to 
scientific contributions towards MAB’s mission – it also demonstrates the integration 
of MAB into the global development agenda through the reference to urgently assisting 
its member states meet the 2030 Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals.  
It is, however, important to note that – in spite of the absence of direct references to 
science in its vision and mission statements – MAB today continues to identify itself as 
a scientific programme. The 2015-2025 Strategy notes: 
“Launched in 1971, UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme is 
an intergovernmental scientific programme that, from its beginning, has aimed 
to establish a scientific basis for the improvement of relationships between 
people and their environments. MAB combines the practical application of 
natural and social sciences, economics and education to improve human 
livelihoods and the equitable sharing of benefits, and to safeguard natural and 
managed ecosystems, promoting innovative approaches to economic 
development that are socially and culturally appropriate and environmentally 
sustainable.  In practice, the MAB Programme is implemented in biosphere 
reserves.”  UNESCO, (2015). p. 3. 
If it is accepted that MAB remains a scientific programme by definition and that the 
programme continues to seek the establishment of a scientific basis for the 
improvement of the relationship between people and nature, it can be concluded that 
the notion of what constitutes science in MAB’s and UNESCO’s discourse has become 
increasingly inclusive over time. Where the pursuit of this scientific basis as envisioned 
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in the late 1960s would have been seen as a task to be undertaken by scientists ideally 
working across and between disciplines, the same pursuit today includes not only 
scientists but rather all the people who contribute to the practical implementation of 
MAB.  
It should here be noted that the practical implementation of MAB, as referred to in the 
quote above, takes place in the biosphere reserves. In this interpretation, the programe’s 
objective of establishing a scientific basis is not to be carried out by science alone, but 
potentially by everyone with an interest in one of the WNBR’s 669 member sites.  This 
understanding is further supported by the nature of the biosphere reserves nominated 
over time. During early nominations in the 1970s and 1980s, many biosphere reserves 
were not only contiguous with existing protected areas, they were established in and 
around centres for ecological research staffed by qualified scientists. In contrast, 
contemporary biosphere reserves are more likely to be established on the basis of local 
interest in the programme’s ability to address specific local development ambitions and 
management challenges – as in the case of Noosa, Ngaremeduu and – to some degree - 
the Vietnamese national MAB network discussed above (see chapters 7, 6 and 5). It is 
in this sense possible to observe – by examining the nature of biosphere reserves 
nominated across different periods of the programme’s history - the increasing 
conviction within MAB that if its objectives are to be achieved, it will require 
substantive contributions from beyond the realm of science.  
It is in this regard important to note that the shifts in the nature of the nominated sites 
cut across the level of development and conservation infrastructure in the nominating 
member states. In Asia and the Pacific, first-generation biosphere reserves were 
nominated on the basis of existing protected areas in Australia as well as in Indonesia, 
Japan, Pakistan, Thailand, and a number of other countries in the region. Today, some 
of these countries – for example Japan – are reviewing and re-nominating their early 
biosphere reserves, expanding the originally nominated territory and organizing the 
sites according to more locally-driven and integrated management frameworks35. 
                                                 
35 In 2016, Mount Odaigahara, Mount Omine and Osugidani Biosphere Reserve (Japan) was approved 
in such a new, expanded form. Designated as Mount Odaigahara and Mount Omine Biosphere Reserve 
in 1980, the site in the Kii Peninsula of Honshu Island is a mountainous area in which forestry is more 
developed than agriculture. The extension increases the surface area of the site to 120,000 ha, compared 
to its initial 36,000ha. http://en.unesco.org/news/20-sites-added-unesco-s-world-network-biosphere-
reserves. Accessed 10 September 2017. 
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As this thesis has shown, MAB has over the past four and a half decades faced 
challenges from, adapted to, and engaged positively with a series of global environment 
and development initiatives – from the Stockholm Conference in 1972 to the 1992 Rio 
Summit, the Millennium Development Goals, the establishment of the CBD and the 
UNCCD, and finally the Rio+20 Summit and the Sustainable Development Goals. 
While some contemporary observers credited the Biosphere Conference – from which 
MAB arose – as having had considerable influence on the more widely known and 
acknowledged 1972 Stockholm Conference, the perception of MAB’s relationship with 
the global agenda during parts of the its history has been that of a programme 
responding with reactive adjustment to trends set elsewhere in the global community. 
In this perception, the primary utility of MAB is – through its WNBR – to be available 
as a convenient vehicle through which trending global development priorities can be 
trialed in practice, however not a programme located in in a central agenda-setting 
position. 
This perception, however, overlooks the globally significant innovation that has 
emerged from the MAB programme over time. Considering MAB’s genuinely 
groundbreaking early innovations such as the spatial organization of its biosphere 
reserves, its focus on integrating conservation and local development, and its insistence 
on an interdisciplinary, problem-oriented approach to conservation and development, 
MAB has over the decades helped set trends that were later adopted by the wider 
international conservation and development community at large.  
It could further be argued that - grounded in its essentially scientific, inquiry-focused 
and open-ended approach - MAB has retained a flexibility that has allowed it to provide 
occasional global leadership while at the same time providing a mechanism through 
which to trial and implement methodologies and ideas emerging from within its own 
constituencies, as well as from other multilateral agreements and commitments made by 
the programme’s member states. In this sense, MAB can be said to have influenced – as 
well as been influenced by - the global environment and sustainable development 
agenda, at times leading through the development and trialing of new concepts and 
ideas - and at times by providing a framework through which to trial, promote and 
articulate the innovations of others.  
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The question arises whether MAB’s post Seville trajectory – reinforced through the 
Madrid and Lima congresses - points towards the emergence of a new consensus on 
MAB’s future as a decentralized network of increasingly self-organizing experimental 
sites focused on sustainable development. A number of developments discussed in this 
thesis would seem to indicate that this is the case. These include the language employed 
in the MAB Strategy 2015-2025 and its vision and mission statement, the both general 
and formal acceptance of the WNBR as the principal vehicle through which to deliver 
the programme, the increasingly widespread perception of biosphere reserves as 
experimental areas for sustainable development, and the emergence of locally self-
organized biosphere reserves as exemplified by Noosa (see chapter 7) among others.  
Institutional imperatives provide further support for this perception. As discussed 
above, the MAB Secretariat was during the programme’s early years able to closely 
monitor and guide MAB’s activities and those of its constituencies. Such close 
monitoring and support is no longer possible, due to the considerable and continuous 
growth of the WNBR and the simultaneous relative decline in human and financial 
resources through which to support the Secretariat’s work. These developments help 
push MAB and the WNBR towards more network-based, experimental and 
development-focused modality through which local sustainable development, 
conservation and natural resource management priorities drive and underpin the 
processes leading to the identification of new biosphere reserves, their implementation 
in practice, and their long-term sustainability.  
Interpreting MAB as a decentralized network through which new approaches to 
sustainable development emerge from the biosphere reserves - where they are trialed 
and eventually made available for replication on a wider scale (noting the vision 
statement’s reference to implementation both inside and outside the biosphere reserves 
themselves) - recalls once again Jeff McNeely’s statement at the Seville Conference 
regarding MAB’s unique potential to connect the global and the local spheres 
(UNESCO (1996), p.11). However, while McNeely saw the utility of this local-global 
connection against the background of the decline of the nation state, MAB today 
remains very much an intergovernmental programme – defined and guided by its 
member states through the ICC. Nonetheless, the general support among member 
states towards the current increasingly decentralized nature of the programme provides 
a clear indication of the direction in which member states expect it to move. 
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Recent discussions in the ICC and the MAB Bureau also provide an indication of the 
trend towards a MAB future in which the biosphere reserves operate with a high degree 
of autonomy on the basis of guidelines to be prepared under coordination by the 
Secretariat. An example of this is the call from MAB Bureau members for an 
Operational Guidelines document to serve as a practical guide for MAB stakeholders to 
strengthen their engagement with the programme.  
 
8.3 Communicating MAB 
 
A central hypothesis of this thesis has been that - in the absence of financial rewards 
resulting from engagement with MAB - it is the flow of communication between 
MAB’s participants and stakeholders that generates value and serves as the principal 
incentive for their engagement. If we accept MAB’s trajectory as outlined above - in 
particular the emerging consensus on the programme’s increasingly decentralized, 
participatory and sustainable development-focused nature - does this hypothesis hold?  
This thesis argues that it does. While the above discussion has shown that other, related 
incentives for engagement at the site level - primarily the conferring of a global 
designation serving as an endorsement of local natural features and management 
achievements – also play a role in generating value, it has also been demonstrated that 
the flow of information within the programme acts as an essential incentive and the 
primary generator of value for its constituencies. This is reinforced by the manner in 
which other value-generating processes are dependent upon communication for their 
effectiveness. As discussed in chapter 6, the value of the biosphere reserve designation 
is dependent upon the degree to which the biosphere reserve concept is actively 
communicated and applied – without communication, the value of the biosphere 
reserve designation gradually fades, along with the potential for mobilizing funding and 
other resources.  
It is in this regard important to note that the volume and direction of these flows today 
do not take the form of a steady flow of information and guidance from the centre 
(Ogawa’s driving actors based in MAB’s governing bodies and Secretariat) to the 
periphery (Ogawa’s target actors located in the biosphere reserves) complemented by a 
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reciprocal flow of research results flowing from the biosphere reserves to the 
Secretariat for collation and interpretation. While such reciprocal flows may have been 
the expectation during the MAB’s design and early years of implementation, this is 
clearly no longer the case. 
As the above case studies have shown, value may be generated through communication 
occurring nearly entirely at the local level – as in the case of Noosa (see chapter 7) – or 
in the interaction between the local and national level, as in the case of Vietnam (see 
chapter 5). Noosa’s status as a biosphere reserve generates value by providing a 
convening framework through which to bring together local stakeholders and interest 
groups from across different sectors for cooperation under a shared understanding of 
sustainable development and conservation priorities. While Noosa has expressed 
interest in further communication and engagement with the WNBR and the MAB 
Secretariat, sufficient value has been generated from the function of the biosphere 
reserve as a local convening concept through which to motivate and engage diverse 
stakeholders under a common vision – as well as by enabling the flow of 
communication between these stakeholders – to sustain commitment to the biosphere 
reserve. The 2014 reorganization of the Noosa Biosphere Reserve management 
structure is testimony to this commitment, in the sense that it can be read as a 
reaffirmation by local stakeholders: had the concept no longer been of interest to the 
Noosa community, it is unlikely that such efforts would have been made to confirm 
and communicate its new structure. 
A significant factor in the shaping of the particular context of Noosa is the absence of a 
pro-active national MAB structure, a stark contrast to Vietnam. While Vietnam has 
over the past decades engaged very actively with the MAB programme at all levels and 
provided considerable input towards the programme’s overall direction, a key activity of 
MAB-Vietnam over the past decades has been the design and communication of a 
localized interpretation of the MAB concept through which to generate value and 
incentivize engagement with the programme by the country’s biosphere reserves. This 
sets the Vietnamese case somewhat apart from Noosa and Palau, in which biosphere 
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reserves emerged largely on local initiative facilitated by through local-global 
interactions36.  
In these two cases, interest in the biosphere reserve designation and the MAB 
programme was nearly exclusively driven by local interest, expressed in the absence of 
national push for nomination or engagement. To the extent that the Noosa and 
Ngaremeduu cases are representative of an emerging trend – and there are indications 
that this is the case; the Federated States of Micronesia’s Utwe Biosphere Reserve is an 
example hereof – it represents a new and potentially very significant driver in the 
network’s overall growth. While new biosphere reserve nominations have traditionally 
been driven by national-level research priorities, the Noosa and Ngaremeduu cases 
point towards a future in which the network’s growth is determined by local initiative, 
subsequently adopted and supported by the national authorities responsible for the 
submission of the nomination documentation to UNESCO. Once again, it is here 
possible to observe an increasing tendency towards decentralization and distributed 
initiative within MAB. 
Vietnam represents a somewhat different trend, whereby proactive national-level 
stakeholders drive the development and expansion of the WNBR. The growth in the 
number of biosphere reserves in Vietnam following the country’s first nomination is 
remarkable in the post-Seville era, and would not have been possible without strong 
support, encouragement and coordination at the national level.   However, while 
MAB’s expansion in Vietnam was driven from the national rather than local level, the 
country’s engagement with MAB nonetheless represents an example of self-
organization or localization when viewed from a global perspective. Given the 
centralized governance structure in Vietnam, it is unlikely that an international 
designation would have emerged purely on local initiative. However, the adoption of a 
unique national approach to the development and maintenance of MAB in Vietnam – 
SLIQ – provides a good example of how the localization and contextualization of 
MAB’s objectives contribute to acceptance and adoption of the MAB and biosphere 
                                                 
36  It should in this regard be noted that in Palau, the extremely small size of the country conflated the 
local and national level so that the biosphere reserve focal point and the national focal point was in fact 
the same person.  
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reserve concept locally, as well as among policymakers and leaders at the national and 
provincial level. 
The trends seen in all three case studies – increased local/national interpretation and 
ownership of the MAB concept coupled with increased stakeholder participation in 
MAB processes far beyond the scientific community – represent different varieties of 
the same underlying tendency. The expression of this tendency is dependent upon the 
scale and governance of each country – from highly centralized Vietnam, to federal and 
decentralized Australia, to the small island developing state of Palau – however, all 
three cases point towards a more inclusive, diverse and locally-driven interpretation of 
MAB and its WNBR.  
The three case studies - along with the continuing interest in nominating new biosphere 
reserves seen across the world - indicate that global interest in MAB is on the rise, even 
if financial support for the programme’s core functions has not followed suit to a 
corresponding degree. Considering the contrast between this growing interest and the 
decrease in the financial resources available per biosphere reserve from within the 
programme itself, it is unlikely that access to financial resources constitutes a motivating 
factor for participation in the programme. Conversely, we can determine that in the 
cases examined in this thesis, the communication flows that do occur within the MAB 
framework – in particularly at the local level within each biosphere reserve and between 
actors at the local/national level – continue to be considered of high value.  
As indicated in the 2015-2025 MAB Strategy, MAB identifies as a scientific programme. 
Its core objective remains dedicated to answering large scientific questions concerning 
the relationship between nature and humankind. But MAB’s research agenda is no 
longer set and communicated by scientists. MAB is implemented in the biosphere 
reserves – and with the biosphere reserves leading by example, in the wider societies of 
its member states. And in the biosphere reserves, as well as in society at large, scientists 
remain a small minority. Excellent science may take place in biosphere reserves - 
however, that science rarely dominates the agenda.  
Biosphere reserves have been described as “living laboratories for sustainable 
development” – a definition that has caused occasional concern due to the implication 
that this would make biosphere reserve communities the subjects of experiments at the 
mercy of unseen and potentially sinister researchers. The notion of the biosphere 
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reserve as a laboratory - a place in which hypotheses about the properties of the natural 
world are tested and improved – is not entirely misplaced. However, in today’s WNBR, 
many biosphere reserves increasingly set their own development agenda, conduct their 
own experiments, and make their own conclusions on the relevance of the 
programme’s recommendations. Such biosphere reserve communities are increasingly 
not so much being experimented upon as they are conducting self-designed and 
delineated experiments in order to improve conditions in the biosphere reserve 
according to their own plans and expectations.  
The increasingly broad participation in MAB coupled with the relative decrease in focus 
on scientific research as the principal means through which to address the programme’s 
objectives raises the question of whether the communication occurring within the 
programme can still be classified as science communication. MAB’s current mission 
statement cites sustainable development, evaluation, management and communication 
as the programme’s key concerns. It makes no reference to research, even as the 
programme continues to identify as scientific in nature. If it is accepted that the nature 
of science itself has changed over MAB’s lifespan towards a more participatory 
endeavor in which public participation is accepted and encouraged – such as discussed 
above –it could then reasonably be argued that MAB in practice remains scientific in 
nature, given its retention of a set of essentially scientific objectives. However, the 
relative share of information communicated among the programme’s participants that 
can be classified as the communication of science-related information is clearly 
decreasing.  
One explanation for this shift in the means through which to achieve MAB’s original – 
and still valid – objective can perhaps be found in the dual nature of this original 
objective. As discussed above, MAB was established in order: 
“to develop the basis within the natural and social sciences for the rational use 
and conservation of the resources of the biosphere and for the improvement of 
the global relationship between man and the environment, to predict the 
consequences of today’s actions on tomorrow’s world and thereby to increase 
man’s ability to manage efficiently the natural resources of the biosphere.” 
UNESCO (1972), p. 7. 
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Per this objective, MAB seeks not only to develop a scientific basis for understanding 
the relationship between humankind and nature (to be achieved through 
interdisciplinary scientific research), but also to improve that relationship (to be 
achieved through changes in human behavior). It is conceivable that MAB’s 50-year 
trajectory traces not only a progression in terms of how science is perceived, who 
participates in it, and who has a say in how and where it is conducted. In parallel 
herewith, it is possible that the change in MAB’s focus from research to practical 
application in the field is testimony to a gradual and partial resolution of the first part of 
the objective, allowing for the second to be explored in a more comprehensive manner. 
Certainly, scientific insight into the relationship between human activity and the state of 
the biosphere has advanced greatly since 1968 – even if our willingness to do 
something about it has not always followed suit. From biodiversity to climate change, 
genetics, urban-rural dynamics, communication technologies and development studies, 
the contributions of science towards our understanding of the relationship between 
humankind and nature over the past five decades would likely have astounded the 
participants at the Biosphere Conference.  
With climate science as the most arresting example, increasing scientific understanding 
of human impact on the biosphere has rendered this impact increasingly tangible, 
visible and urgent. In step herewith, the urgency of actively contributing to the 
mitigation of the impact – to improving the relationship between humankind and 
nature – has perhaps in MAB taken priority over the urgency of adding to its scientific 
basis. If this suggestion is accepted, MAB has shifted its priority from the promotion of 
research into the human-nature relationship towards its active improvement in practice. 
MAB’s trajectory from the Biosphere Conference to the Lima Congress – with the 
1995 Seville Conference as the principal watershed – matches this interpretation well, 
helping explain the gradual shift from the programme’s original centre-periphery 
network model in which interdisciplinary science at the centre collects information 
from the biosphere reserves, delivers insights into the impact of human activity on the 
biosphere, and makes these results available for public dissemination and further testing 
in the biosphere reserves. Increasingly, MAB comprises a wide range of models for 
improving the human-nature relationship, devised and implemented locally with inputs 
from scientific as well as non-scientific sources, connected and made available to the 
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global MAB constituency through the common language and institutional linkages 
provided by the WNBR. 
If it is accepted that efforts taking place at the level of the biosphere reserves 
increasingly serve to shape MAB’s identity, vision and mission, it then becomes 
increasingly important for the programme to ensure that guidance on the practical 
implementation is made available to the participating sites – as requested by the Noosa 
and Ngaremedduu biosphere reserves discussed in chapters 6 and 7 above. At the same 
time, it remains essential to ensure that the new knowledge and practical experiences 
produced in the biosphere reserves are documented and shared across the network and 
the public at large.  
 
8.4 Recommendations 
 
This increasing focus on the biosphere reserve outlined above does not imply the 
demise of the MAB National Committee, nor of the programme’s governing bodies at 
the global level. However, the proliferation of new and innovative biosphere reserves 
may provide useful guidance to MAB National Committees on how to fulfil their 
obligations effectively. As the discussion in chapter 7 has shown, new biosphere 
reserves are devised, developed and implemented in Australia without significant 
contributions from the national level – while in Vietnam, the National Committee plays 
a decisive role in expanding and promoting a highly successful national network. In 
Japan, the MAB National Committee serves the country’s seven biosphere reserves in a 
formal coordinating role, while a parallel, non-governmental and primarily academic 
body serves the national network in an advisory capacity. Multiple pathways are 
available to MAB National Committees through which to facilitate successful 
programmes. As discussed in the case of Vietnam in chapter 5, no single model for the 
organization of a national MAB programme exists – a nationally appropriate approach 
may be devised for each member state. MAB National Committees can take 
encouragement from recent developments clearly showing that even in the absence of 
considerable investment in national MAB infrastructure, new and innovative biosphere 
reserves do appear and are able to evolve successfully.    
176 
 
MAB’s ambitious quest, the programme’s survival through nearly five decades, and the 
continuing global appreciation of its work by its member states is both impressive and 
indicative of its lasting quality of its core values and mission. And in comparison with 
other international site-based programmes and networks, it is - more than any other of 
the programme’s qualities - the complex and open-ended nature of MAB’s core 
objective that sets it apart from other, more narrowly defined instruments.  
Despite such positive implications, the complexity of MAB’s objectives - and the nearly 
endless approaches available through which they might be addressed - clearly represent 
a challenge to MAB’s implementation in practice at the country and site level.  The 
principal manifestation of this challenge lies perhaps in the lack of a clear, coherent and 
brief message encapsulating the core objective of the MAB programme – its essential 
purpose and meaning.  The vision statement quoted in section 8.1 above articulates the 
desired outcome of MAB’s activities – but does not address the means through which 
this will be achieved. It is this message – a message that defines the essential nature of 
MAB through which to realize the vision – that remains elusive.  
The lack of such a message is referenced in all three case studies discussed in this thesis, 
and represents a paradox for MAB. As the programme increasingly stresses public 
participation and engagement in activities across its growing network of biosphere 
reserves, the need for clear and unambiguous communication becomes increasingly 
urgent. At the same time, however, the open-ended nature of MAB’s core quest and the 
increasingly diverse and multi-sectoral approaches towards its resolution make the 
condensation of the programme into a simple message increasingly challenging and 
complex.  
How, then, can this problem be addressed? Calling upon the MAB Secretariat to 
produce a brief and concise statement could potentially risk placing limitations on the 
programme’s original open-ended scope by narrowing how its definition and objectives 
are understood across the WNBR. This risk is further exacerbated by MAB’s 
increasingly diverse constituency. While scientists within a single discipline – or even 
researchers from different fields operating within the same research tradition – share a 
basic language and terminology, MAB’s contemporary constituency is so vast and 
diverse that a shared understanding of key terms cannot be presupposed. This places 
even further demands on the clarity of communication required.   
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To address this issue, the MAB governing bodies may consider the following 
recommendation: 
Rather than seeking a single, global message, it would be of greater value to 
establish a global frame of reference within which to communicate MAB’s original open-ended 
and inquiry-based objectives, and the encourage network members to develop locally 
appropriate and more specific messages within this.  
This is essentially the pathway taken by MAB Vietnam, as discussed in the case study 
above. By adopting a self-defined subset of MAB’s global objectives developed with 
specific reference to the unique local context, and then assigning this subset with a 
recognizable identity and acronym that allow for and encourage its effective 
communication in the local context, MAB Vietnam have with the SLIQ approach 
chosen to operate wholly within the broadly articulated confines of the global MAB 
agenda, however articulating and communicating this approach in a language and 
within a frame of reference that is entirely locally derived and locally relevant.  
Another aspect to consider in establishing a frame of reference for communicating 
MAB in its current form is the increasing significance of the biosphere reserve as the 
essential unit through which all MAB actions are delivered (or derived from). The 
centrality of the biosphere reserve in the current MAB strategy has been discussed 
above, and is clearly visible from the current strategy’s mission statement. While it can 
be argued that that MAB’s original objective is retained in the programme’s current 
strategic document, there can be no doubt that the approach taken towards this 
objective has changed drastically over time. As this thesis has discussed, this change has 
manifested itself in a gradual expansion of participation in the programme’s discourses, 
which began as a dialogue between leading scientists subsequently communicated to the 
public, and which has reached its preliminary culmination in the present day as a multi-
stakeholder exchange involving the full range of actors discussed in the context of 
Stocklmayer’s science communication field.    
With the biosphere reserves and the WNBR now firmly anchored as the mechanism 
through which MAB is to deliver benefits to its constituency, the formulation of a clear 
message on what a biosphere reserve is and should be becomes as urgent and 
important as the formulation of the programme’s wider objectives. The Vietnamese 
adoption of SLIQ is an example of a core message that addresses both the objectives of 
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MAB as a whole and the particular organizational principles of the biosphere reserve. 
SLIQ is adopted as an “approach for designating and managing Vietnam’s network of biosphere 
reserves” (Trí, N, Hoa, T, Tuyên, L. (2013), p.1). This allows for the SLIQ approach 
simultaneously to explain the purpose of MAB and provide a guiding framework for 
implementation of the concept in practice at the site level. 
As with the SLIQ concept, the vision and mission statement discussed above fully 
integrate the biosphere reserves into the conceptualization of MAB as a whole. 
Biosphere reserves are the vehicle through which the programme is to be delivered. 
However, these brief statements do not make reference to how this delivery is to take 
place at the level of the individual reserve.  
The current definition of a biosphere reserve as presented on the MAB website reads as 
follows: 
“Biosphere reserves are areas comprising terrestrial, marine and coastal 
ecosystems. Each reserve promotes solutions reconciling the conservation of 
biodiversity with its sustainable use. 
Biosphere reserves are ‘Science for Sustainability support sites’ – special places 
for testing interdisciplinary approaches to understanding and managing changes 
and interactions between social and ecological systems, including conflict 
prevention and management of biodiversity. 
Biosphere reserves are nominated by national governments and remain under 
the sovereign jurisdiction of the states where they are located. Their status is 
internationally recognized.”37 
As the quote clearly shows, no attempt is made to reduce the definition of the 
biosphere reserve to a single sentence – and even in the five sentences used, only some 
aspects of what defines a biosphere reserve is discussed. For example, no reference is 
made to the spatial organization and fulfilment of three functions required of all 
biosphere reserves. As discussed above, the complexity of the biosphere reserve’s 
ultimate objectives means that a reduction to a single-sentence definition would pose a 
considerable risk that important aspects would be excluded from the public perception 
                                                 
37 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-
reserves. Accessed on 18 November 2016. 
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of what a biosphere reserve is. The desire to avoid this risk likely contributes to the 
persistence of such a complex definition. It is also significant to note that MAB, as an 
intergovernmental programme, is subject to the negotiated decisions of its governing 
bodies, notably the ICC. The programme’s negotiated and consensus-seeking nature 
itself contributes to a tendency towards lengthier language that allows for the views and 
priorities of multiple member states to be reflected in key documents.   
When communicating the key objective and purpose of the biosphere reserve to the 
programme’s constituency in the northeast Asian region, the author of this thesis has 
over the past years tentatively employed a summary single-sentence definition of the 
biosphere reserve, followed by the detailed definition as displayed on the MAB website. 
The brief definition “Biosphere reserves are sites that seek the harmonious interaction 
of people and nature for sustainable development” refers neither to research nor to the 
programme’s original conservation priorities. However, it aligns closely with MAB’s 
current vision and mission statement, and aligns the perception of the nature and 
purpose of the biosphere reserve as expressed by MAB stakeholders in the three case 
studies of this thesis. A variation of such a summary definition – always to be 
accompanied by a more detailed explanation to guard against oversimplification – could 
potentially help convey the essential nature of the biosphere reserve to a broader 
audience. 
In order to allow for the effective communication of the biosphere reserve’s key 
purpose and meaning, the MAB governing bodies may consider the following 
recommendation: 
Articulate the definition of biosphere reserves as “sites that seek the harmonious 
interaction of people and nature for sustainable development”, with further detail 
provided by the established full definition.  
As discussed above, the design of MAB’s overall structure predates the ease with which 
information can now be shared, and has changed little over the past decades. Investing 
in the optimization of how the programme makes use of communication technologies 
to facilitate the flow of information is likely to prove cost-effective. Such an investment 
is likely to also benefit another area of potential enhancement of MAB’s impact – the 
encouragement and facilitation of communication and interaction between biosphere 
reserves. 
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In recognition hereof, and in order to enhance the efficiency of communication with 
key MAB stakeholders, the MAB governing bodies may consider the following 
recommendations: 
Adopt a stronger focus on communication at the level of the biosphere reserve 
itself – by providing information on a regular basis that may be of help in the 
implementation of the programme’s concepts locally, while keeping in mind the 
importance of allowing local and national counterparts the leeway to develop 
and advance local interpretations and innovative approaches to the 
programme’s objectives and mission; and.  
Reinforce efforts at documenting these local approaches – successes as well as 
the failures – in order to make these available to others; and 
Extend and mobilize MAB’s use of social media to propagate and share ideas 
and development, granting further opportunity for individual biosphere 
reserves to profile and promote their activities. 
In order to ensure that locally-driven efforts towards implementation of the biosphere 
reserve concept are enabled to access state-of-the-art guidance, the MAB governing 
bodies may further wish to consider the following recommendation: 
Develop and distribute clear and practical guidance on the implementation of 
the biosphere reserve concept at the local level, with clear reference to the 
global nature of the MAB programme.  
Recent discussions in the MAB governing bodies on the development of operational 
guidelines for the programme to be drafted with inputs from across the programme’s 
constituency represent a significant step forward in this regard.  
 
8.5 The next 50 years 
 
In spite of the positive trends discussed above, challenges to MAB’s long-term 
sustainability and further development remain. MAB currently implements an exit 
strategy through which biosphere reserves that do not adhere to the Statutory 
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Framework’s requirements in terms of zonation and functions may ultimately be 
excluded from the network. The outlook for increased financial support towards the 
secretariat’s work is not entirely encouraging, despite the network’s continued growth 
and strong support from member states towards MAB’s general approach and 
direction. However, the increased mobilization of broad participation in MAB through 
the growing number of proactive, sometimes self-organizing, biosphere reserves is a 
promising indication of the network’s future. MAB’s basic principles, its core 
objectives, and the idea of mobilizing local efforts across the world towards a common 
goal are strong and resonate well – not only within the international science and 
development discourse, but increasingly with the public at large.  
MAB and the WNBR continue to create value after 50 years, and the hypothesis of this 
thesis – that this value is generated primarily through communication, through the 
sharing of information between the different actors across its global platform - remains 
valid. However, as the above case studies have demonstrated, the principal value is not 
always generated through communication between the programme’s different levels – 
global, national and local. Backed by the bestowal of global recognition through the 
biosphere reserve label, sufficient value to sustain local support and backing for a 
biosphere reserve may be generated with the provision of a framework through which 
to organize and facilitate communication and decision-making processes within a single 
reserve. While this is encouraging, it clearly represents an underutilized potential. In an 
age where the sharing of information – including the personal details of everyday life at 
the level of the individual – is more widespread than ever, the potential for further 
mutual learning, growth and development among the world’s biosphere reserves 
through enhanced sharing of information is considerable. The MAB secretariat is not in 
a position to generate this information; it must be generated in and communicated by 
the biosphere reserves themselves. However, the secretariat can focus its efforts on 
facilitating its flow and providing guidance on its optimization and organization.  
It is likely that MAB’s recent development would have pleased the participants at the 
Biosphere Conference, who recognized that while science was essential for humanity to 
make wise decisions relating to its relationship with the biosphere, science alone would 
not be sufficient to generate the necessary wisdom to do so. They might at the same 
time have been somewhat skeptical about the degree to which their own profession has 
retreated to a less visible prestigious role in the setting MAB’s agenda.  
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However, perhaps the current state and future trajectory of MAB in fact represents a 
considerable achievement for MAB’s early visionaries – an achievement so big that it 
may be hard to see. After all, the mobilization of millions of people from all professions 
and walks of life across 669 sites distributed on every continent and representing every 
major biome as contributors towards their original objective of understanding and 
improving our relationship with the biosphere represents a considerable achievement in 
itself – perhaps the greatest citizen science effort ever undertaken. Their notion of a 
representative network of sites against which human impact on the biosphere could be 
measured has come to be. And interest in MAB is greater than ever.  
MAB has worked for nearly half a century to contribute to our understanding of our 
relationship with the biosphere, setting in motion numerous new ways of thinking and 
living. If the programme is able to make an equal contribution towards improving our 
relationship with the biosphere in the fifty years to come, MAB’s global impact may yet 
be far greater than its founders had hoped for. 
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Appendix A: Ethics protocol 
 
This appendix contains details of ANU Expedited Ethical Review number 2009/024, 
the ethics protocol granted for undertaking of research related to this thesis. The 
information included has been extracted from ARIES (the ANU Research Information 
Enterprise System). The text has been slightly reformatted for clarity and abbreviated to 
avoid duplication. Signature panels and checklists have been omitted. Some elements 
described in the protocol may diverge from the contents of the thesis itself – for 
example, while the protocol refers to four case studies, only three were included in the 
final thesis.  
 
Protocol title: Global approaches to local issues: UNESCO's natural resource 
management programmes  
Created by: Hans Dencker Thulstrup 
Record number: 2906  
Protocol type: Expedited Ethical Review (E2)  
Protocol number: 2009/024  
Date entered: 16/01/2009  
Ethics program type: Postgraduate  
Requested start date: 28/01/2010 
Requested end date: 30/06/2011  
 
Investigators  
Name  
 
Role  
 
Department  
 
Lamberts, Roderick Supervisor CPAS, CPMS Aust Natl Centre for Public 
Awareness of Science, ANU 
Thulstrup, Hans Primary investigator CPAS, CPMS Aust Natl Centre for Public 
Awareness of Science, ANU 
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Departments  
Primary  
 
Department  
 
Faculty  
 
Yes CPAS CPMS Aust Natl Centre for Public 
Awareness of Science 
 
Project Questions Detailed  
Description of Project   
Describe the research project in terms easily understood by a lay reader, using 
simple and non-technical language. For more than 30 years, UNESCO has - 
through international conventions and other legal and advisory instruments - advocated 
a set of specific science-based approaches to the management of natural resources and 
the conservation of biodiversity.  
A principal vehicle for communicating these approaches has been the Man and the 
Biosphere (MAB) Programme, formally established in 1970. At the core of MAB is the 
World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) - a global network of protected areas 
recognized for their particular or outstanding natural properties, as well as for their 
adherence, in terms of management and spatial organization, to the principles 
advocated by UNESCO. 
While considerable scholarly attention has been given over the years to the relative 
success and failure of sites and UNESCO national counterpart bodies participating in 
the programme, comparatively little consideration has been given to the nature and 
effectiveness of the communication of the programmes core messages by UNESCO 
and to the information flow between its various actors.  
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This thesis consists of a thorough analysis of the information flows between 
UNESCOs various secretariat outlets and the participating regional, national and local 
counterpart bodies and sites known as Biosphere Reserves in the Asia-Pacific region. In 
doing so, the following core questions are answered: 
1. How do the Man and the Biosphere Programme and its World Network of 
Biosphere Reserves provide the intended benefits to its constituencies at the 
site, national and global levels? 
2. What can be done to improve the performance of the Man and the 
Biosphere Programme and the World Network of Biosphere Reserves? 
 
Location of Data Collection   
Australia Yes  
Overseas Yes  
Provide country / area where data collection will be conducted Paris, France; 
Noosa, Queensland 
  
Aims of the Project   
List the hypothesis and objectives of your research project. As MAB and the 
WNBR provides little or no financial support to its member states and sites except to a 
limited degree in response to requests made at the national level, it can be argued that a 
given country or sites degree of participation in the programme  and the benefits 
derived from this participation - are directly dependent upon the degree to which it 
actively receives information from the MAB community, acts upon this information, 
and returns information on its actions to the MAB community. 
This thesis consists of a thorough analysis of the information flows between 
UNESCOs various secretariat outlets and the participating regional, national and local 
counterpart bodies and sites known as Biosphere Reserves in the Asia-Pacific region. In 
doing so, the following core questions are answered: 
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1. How do the Man and the Biosphere Programme and its World Network of 
Biosphere Reserves provide the intended benefits to its constituencies at the 
site, national and global levels? 
2. What can be done to improve the performance of the Man and the 
Biosphere Programme and the World Network of Biosphere Reserves? 
In order to answer these questions, the functions of MAB and WNBR in theory and in 
practice must be made clear: 
1. What are the formally defined objectives of the Man and the Biosphere 
Programme and the World Network of Biosphere Reserves past and 
present? 
2. How do Biosphere Reserves in practice fulfill their obligations and take part 
in MAB and the WNBR? 
Answering these questions will in turn require an examination of the following issues: 
1. What have been the core messages issued by UNESCOs Man and the 
Biosphere Programme to its participating national counterpart bodies and 
sites through its 30-year history? 
2. How have these messages been received by authorities and communities at 
the participating sites (biosphere reserves)?  
3. What has been the impact of this advocacy in terms of the management, 
organization, and functioning of the biosphere reserves in question?  
4. How have the developments in global conservation science and approaches 
to natural resource management influenced UNESCOs approach and vice 
versa?  
Through four in-depth case studies from Southeast Asia and the Pacific, this thesis will 
test the authors hypothesis that it is the degree to which the programmes national 
counterpart bodies, individual Biosphere Reserve and supporting organizations actively 
receive information from the MAB community, acts upon this information, and returns 
information on its actions to the MAB community that determines the extent to which 
the participating sites are able to benefit from their association with the programmes.  
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Methodology   
In language appropriate for a lay reader, explain why the methodological 
approach minimises the risk to participants. (For surveys, include justification 
of the sample size). The proposed research combines a comprehensive literature 
review covering the full history of the MAB programme since its foundation in the late 
1960s. The information gathered through this review is complemented by a limited 
series of qualitative interviews with key respondents at the global (UNESCO 
Secretariat), national (national MAB coordinators) and local (biosphere reserve focal 
point) levels.  
All respondents are professional staff of government or educational/scientific 
institutions in their respective countries, and - in the case of the UNESCO Secretariat - 
international civil servants.  
The information gained from the interviews will provide an essential test of the degree 
to which the available literature of the MAB programme reflects the realities of the 
programme's interaction with its constituency in the Asia-Pacific region. 
Qualitative interviews will be conducted with an expected 12-15 respondents. Each 
interview will consist of approximately 15 questions (see below).  
Provide the survey method, a list of the questions to be asked or an indicative 
sample of questions. These should give a good sense of the most 
intrusive/sensitive areas of questioning. Interview questions for national and site 
level MAB counterparts 
National Focal Points 
1. What is your official position within the department/organization you work 
for? 
2. How long have you served as the focal point for MAB in your country? 
3. List three or more key functions/actions you undertake in the context of 
your duties as focal point for MAB. 
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4. How do your duties as national focal point for MAB relate to your other 
duties in your current position? Are your duties as focal point part of your 
job description? Are there other incentives for you to invest time and effort 
in the MAB programme? 
5. Are you aware of the year in which your country became a member of the 
MAB programme?  
6. Are you aware of whether any scientific research is carried out in your 
country in the context of the MAB programme?  
7. How frequently do you receive communications from the UNESCO 
Secretariat?  
8. Do you ever contact the UNESCO Secretariat to seek information on the 
MAB programme? If so, how frequently?  
9. How frequently are you in contact with the managing authority (manager / 
focal point) at the biosphere reserves (BR) in your country? 
10. Have you noticed any difference made at the BR level since your country 
joined the MAB programme? Or in your time as focal point? 
11. Have you noticed any difference in your country in general (changes in the 
management and conservation of heritage, ecological research 
environmental education, etc.) since your country joined the MAB 
programme? Or in your time as MAB focal point? 
12. What would you consider to be the core messages of the MAB programme 
- in other words, how would you describe the difference that MAB seeks to 
make (at site, national and global levels)? 
13. To what extent do you feel that the MAB programme listens to its national 
MAB counterparts and adjusts the programme accordingly? Can you 
provide any examples of events or occasions you have taken part in where 
such interactions occur? 
189 
 
14. Do you, the manager/focal point of the BR/s in your country, or other 
parties undertake any public awareness work regarding the MAB 
programme? Who is the target audience? What are the key messages? 
15. Would you consider that your country and its biosphere reserves are living 
up to the expectations and requirements of the MAB programme in terms 
of the level of engagement with the programme, the frequency and content 
of communications, and the extent and quality of related activities. How is 
this done? 
16. Would you like to make any suggestions to UNESCO as to how 
management of the MAB programmes at the national and site level could 
be improved? 
 
Site management authorities (Biosphere reserve manager/focal point) 
1. What is your official position within the department/organization you work 
for? 
2. How long have you served as manager / focal point for your biosphere 
reserve (BR)? 
3. If possible, list three or more key functions/actions you undertake in the 
context of your duties as manager/focal point for your BR. 
4. How do your duties as manager/ focal point of a BR relate to your other 
duties in your current position? Are your BR-related duties part of your job 
description? Are there other incentives for you to invest time and effort in 
the MAB programme? 
5. Could you briefly recount when your site became a BR, and what impact it 
has had on the management of the site?  
6. Are you aware of whether any scientific research is carried out in your BR in 
the context of the MAB programme?  
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7. Are you in contact with the national focal point for MAB? If so, how 
frequently?  
8. Do you ever contact the national focal point to seek information on the 
MAB programme, or to provide information on your BR? If so, how 
frequently?  
9. Have you ever contacted the UNESCO Secretariat, either at Headquarters 
or its field offices? If so, how frequently?  
10. Have you noticed any difference made at the site (BR) level since your 
country joined the MAB programme? Or in your time as BR manager / 
focal point? 
11. Have you noticed any difference in your country in general (changes in the 
management and conservation of heritage, ecological research 
environmental education, etc.) since your country joined the MAB 
programme? Or in your time as BR manager / focal point?  
12. What would you consider to be the core messages of the MAB programme? 
How would you describe the difference that MAB seeks to make (at site, 
national and global levels)? 
13. To what extent do you feel that the MAB programme listens to its BR 
managers / focal points and adjusts the programme accordingly? Can you 
provide any examples of events or occasions you have taken part in where 
such interactions occur? 
14. Do you, the national MAB focal point in your country, or other parties 
undertake any public awareness work regarding the MAB programme? If 
so, give examples of such work. Who is the target audience? What are the 
key messages? 
15. Would you consider that your biosphere reserves is living up to the 
expectations and requirements of the MAB programme in terms of the level 
of engagement with the programme, the frequency and content of 
communications, and the extent and quality of related activities. How is this 
done?  
191 
 
16. Would you like to make any suggestions to UNESCO as to how 
management of the MAB programmes at the national and site level could 
be improved? 
  
What mechanisms do the researchers intend to implement to monitor the 
conduct and progress of the research project? For example:  
How often will the researcher be in touch with the supervisor? 
Is data collection going as expected? If not, what will the researcher do? 
Is the recruitment process effective? 
How will the researcher monitor participants willingness to continue 
participation in the research project, particularly when the research is ongoing? 
The researcher will be in regular (weekly) contact with the supervisor via email during 
periods of active research/interviews. Should delays occur in conducting interviews, 
these will be rescheduled to the first available opportunity.  
As the interview questions concern the professional activities of all respondents, it is 
expected that the recruitment will be relatively simple.  
 
Participants   
Provide details in relation to the potential participant pool, including:  
 target participant group; 
 identification of potential participants; 
 initial contact method, and 
 recruitment method.  
The target groups are: 
1. Members of the UNESCO-MAB Secretariat 
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2. National MAB coordinators / focal points 
3. Biosphere reserve focal points / managers 
The identification of participants follows the structure of the MAB programme in each 
country and site. Initial contact will be made by email, followed by face-to-face 
interviews where possible. If this is not possible, interviews may be conducted by 
phone. All interviews conducted will be audio recorded.  
Proposed number of participants 15  
Provide details as to why these participants have been chosen? Participants have 
been chosen due to their specific professional functions in relation to the UNESCO-
MAB programme.  
 
Cultural and Social Considerations/Sensitivities   
What cultural and/or social considerations/sensitivities are relevant to the 
participants in this research project? As all participants are active participants to 
UNESCO's programmes, the content and cultural setting of the interview questions 
will be familiar for all involved. No particular cultural or social consideration are of 
particular significance to the participants.  
Incentives   
Will participants be paid or any incentives offered? If so, provide justification 
and details. No financial incentives will be offered. The only incentive is the possibility 
to provide feedback to UNESCO on the effectiveness of the MAB programme.  
Benefits   
What are the anticipated benefits of the research? The research will provide 
enhanced knowledge, insight and understanding of the on-the-ground implementation 
of the MAB programme, the communication flows between its main actors, and the 
degree to which the programme's core messages are received and acted upon at all 
levels of its networks.  
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To whom will the benefits flow? Benefits will flow to the MAB programme itself, its 
participating UNESCO member states and individual sites, and ultimately - by 
contributing to a more effective programme - to the communities iliving in and around 
the biosphere reserves.  
Informed Consent   
Indicate how informed consent will be obtained from participants. At least one 
of the following boxes MUST be ticked 'Yes'.   
In writing Yes  
Return of survey or questionnaire No  
Orally No  
Other No  
If Oral Consent or Other, provide details.   
 
Confidentiality   
Describe the procedures that will be adopted to ensure confidentiality during 
the collection phase and in the publication of results. The names of individual 
participants will not be published in the research report unless the participants 
specifically indicate that they wish for their name to be included. However, as the group 
of participants is limited and as the positions of each participant is unique to their 
particular country and/or site, it must be assumed that readers of the research report 
may be able to deduce the origin of specific information relating to individual sites or 
countries. Participants will be reminded of this before each interview is commenced. 
Participants will be provided with the opportunity to review any material arising from 
their interviews before publication. Material arising from specific interviews will not be 
published unless agreement is expressed from the participant in question.  
 
Data Storage Procedures   
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Provide an overview of the data storage procedures for the research. Include 
security measures and duration of storage. Interview will be stored in electronic 
media and transcribed. Data will be retained for a minimum of five years following the 
publication of the final research report. Copies will be stored by CPAS as well as by the 
researcher throughout this period, and will be destroyed after a period of seven years.  
 
Feedback   
Provide details of how the results of the research will be reported / 
disseminated, including the appropriate provision of results to participants. If 
appropriate, provide details of any planned debriefing of participants. All 
participants will be provided with copies of the final research report.  
 
Supporting Documentation   
Please ensure electronic copies of any supporting documentation have been 
uploaded the documents tab of the relevant protocol. 
Has this work been approved by another Human Research Ethics Committee 
(HREC)? No  
If yes, please give the name of the approving HREC.   
 
Funding   
Is this research supported by external funding? No  
Provide the name/s of the external sources of funding. Please include grant 
number/s if available.   
Is the research conducted under the terms of a contract of consultancy 
agreement between the ANU and the funding source? No  
Describe all the contractual rights of the funding source that relate to the ethical 
consideration of the research.   
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Expedited Questions Summary  
 
 
Question  
 
Answer  
 
 Third Party Identification No 
 Children or Young People No 
 Dependent or Unequal Relationship No 
 Membership of a Group, or Related Issues No 
 Physical Harm No 
 Psychological Harm (includes Devaluation of Personal Worth) No 
 Social Harm No 
 Economic Harm No 
 Legal Harm No 
 Covert Observation No 
 Deception No 
 Sensitive Personal Information No 
 Overseas Research Yes 
 Collection, use or disclosure of personal information WITHOUT the consent of the 
participant 
No 
   
 
Questions Detailed  
Overseas Research Yes  
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Will the research be conducted in a politically stable country? Yes  
Are the risks easily negated, minimised or managed?: Yes  
In 200 words or less, outline the measures which will be taken to address the 
risks*:  
Will details of a Local Contact be provided for participants to contact after the 
researcher has left the area? Yes  
Will there be appropriate reporting back to the community and/or a direct flow 
of benefits to the community? Yes  
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Appendix B: Vietnam case study source material 
 
The principal source for the Vietnam case study is an in-depth interview with the 
secretary-general of the Vietnam MAB National Committee during the country’s 
initiation and first decade of engagement with MAB. The choice of respondent for the 
case study’s central elite interview was made on the basis of his unique position in the 
initiation, consolidation and development of the national MAB framework in Vietnam 
and the country’s engagement with the programme at the international level. 
Other sources contributing to the case study include the sources cited in the case study 
itself and detailed in the References section below, comprising published articles and 
records of the meetings of MAB governing and advisory bodies.  
In addition to these sources, the case study is informed by personal observations and 
exchanges, correspondence, internal reports and notes from official visits made to 
Vietnam by the author in the execution of his duties as a member of UNESCO’s 
international secretariat. Official destinations in Vietnam include the Can Gio 
Mangrove, Cat Ba and Red River Delta biosphere reserves, the Hanoi University of 
Education, the Vietnam MAB National Committee, and the provincial authorities of 
Ho Chi Minh City. Official visits to Vietnam were undertaken on multiple occasions 
during the period 1997-2006, during the author’s posting in Indonesia (1997-1998), 
Thailand (1998-1999) and Samoa (1999-2008). Of particular significance is the author’s 
direct involvement and provision of technical advice to the Vietnam MAB National 
Committee in the preparation of the nomination of the country’s first biosphere 
reserve, Can Gio Mangrove, including the organization and implementation of the 1998 
regional workshop in Ho Chi Minh City (see section 5.2).  
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Appendix C: Palau case study source material 
 
The principal source for the Palau case study is an in-depth interview with the national 
MAB focal point during the country’s initiation and first years of engagement with 
MAB. The choice of respondent for the case study’s central elite interview was made 
on the basis of her unique position in the initiation, consolidation and development of 
Palau’s engagement with MAB, the identification and development of the country’s 
first biosphere reserve, and the country’s engagement with the programme at the 
international level. Furthermore, the respondent’s status as member of the Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Biosphere Reserves provided her with unique first-hand 
experience of MAB simultaneously from the perspective of a small island member state 
beginning its engagement with the programme, and from the programme’s central 
scientific advisory organ. 
Other sources contributing to the case study include the references cited in the case 
study itself and detailed in the References section below, comprising published articles 
and records of the meetings of MAB governing and advisory bodies.  
In addition to these sources, the case study is informed by personal observations, 
reports and notes from official visits made to Palau by the author – including the 
Ministry of Resources and Development, the Palau National Commission for 
UNESCO, the Palau MAB National Committee and the Ngaremeduu Biosphere 
Reserve. Official visits to Palau were undertaken on multiple occasions during the 
period 2000-2007, during the author’s posting in Samoa (1999-2008).  
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Appendix D: Australia case study source material 
 
The principal source for the Australia (Noosa Biosphere Reserve) case study is an in-
depth interview with the Chair of the Noosa Biosphere Council during the first years 
following the site’s establishment in 2007. The choice of respondent for the case 
study’s central elite interview was made on the basis of her unique position in the 
initiation, consolidation and coordination of the biosphere reserve during its early years 
of operation. 
Other sources contributing to the case study include the references cited in the case 
study itself and detailed in the References section below, comprising published articles 
and records of the meetings of MAB governing and advisory bodies, as well as 
information available on the official websites of relevant federal government 
organizations, biosphere reserves and other protected areas.  
In addition to these sources, the case study is informed by personal observations, 
reports and notes from official visits made to Australia by the author undertaken on 
multiple occasions during the period 1999-2007, during the author’s posting in Samoa 
(1999-2008). Of particular significance in this regard is the author’s direct involvement 
in the organization and implementation of the second meeting of the Pacific islands 
MAB network PacMAB, held in Brisbane in September 2007. 
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